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‘Old Bloomsbury’


The Strachey and Grant Families


Lytton Strachey (1880–1932), biographer and essayist


 


Duncan Grant (1885–1978), painter and decorative artist, first cousin of Lytton Strachey (an only child, partly brought up by his aunt, Lady Strachey, as his parents were living abroad)


 


Lytton’s siblings and Grant’s first cousins:


 


James Strachey (1887–1967), psychoanalyst, married to Alix SargAnt-Florence (1892–1973), psychoanalyst, co-translators of The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud


 


Marjorie Strachey (1882–1964), writer


 


Oliver Strachey (1874–1960), cryptanalyst, married to Ray Costelloe (1887–1940), writer and suffrage campaigner


 


Pippa Strachey (1872–1968), campaigner for female suffrage


 


Pernel Strachey (1876–1951), French scholar, head of Newnham College, Cambridge


The Stephen Family


Adrian Stephen (1883–1948), psychoanalyst, married to Karin Costelloe (1889–1953), psychoanalyst


 


Vanessa Stephen (1879–1961), painter, and decorative artist married to Clive Bell (1881–1984), writer and art critic


 


Virginia Stephen (1882–1941), novelist, essayist and publisher, married to Leonard Woolf (1880–1969), literary editor, publisher, political theorist


Other Key Figures


Roger Fry (1866–1934), painter, art critic, curator


 


Maynard Keynes (1883–1946), economist, married to Lydia Lopokova (1891–1981), ballet dancer


 


Desmond MacCarthy (1877–1952), literary editor, married to Molly MacCarthy (1882–1953), writer


 


Edward Morgan Forster (1879–1970), novelist and essayist


Early Recruits


Dora Carrington (1893–1932), painter and decorative artist, married to Ralph Partridge (1894–1960), assistant at the Hogarth Press, secretary to Lytton Strachey


 


David ‘Bunny’ Garnett (1892–1981), bookseller, publisher and writer , married to Ray Marshall, (1891–1940), illustrator
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‘Young Bloomsbury’


Angus Davidson (1898–1980), assistant at the Hogarth Press, writer


 


Douglas Davidson (1901–1960), painter and decorative artist


 


Eddie Gathorne-Hardy (1901–1978), antiquarian bookseller


 


Frances Marshall (1900–2004), bookseller, diarist, second wife of Ralph Partridge


 


Raymond Mortimer (1895–1980), journalist and literary critic


 


Philip Ritchie (1899–1927), barrister


 


George ‘Dadie’ Rylands (1902–1999), assistant at the Hogarth Press, literary scholar and Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge


 


Eddy Sackville-West (1901–1965), novelist and music critic


 


Roger Senhouse (1899–1970), translator and publisher


 


Walter ‘Sebastian’ Sprott (1897–1971), psychologist, lecturer and professor at the University of Nottingham


 


John Strachey (1901–1963), journalist and socialist politician, married to Esther Murphy


 


Julia Strachey (1901–1979), novelist, married to Stephen Tomlin


 


Stephen Tennant (1906–1987), artist and illustrator


 


Stephen ‘Tommy’ Tomlin (1901–1937), sculptor, married to Julia Strachey


Transatlantic Visitors


Henrietta Bingham (1901–1968), former student at Smith College


 


Mina Kirstein (1896–1985), professor on study leave from Smith College


 


Esther Murphy (1897–1962), aspiring author, married to John Strachey










Introduction


On a warm summer evening in 1923, Lytton Strachey and Duncan Grant headed across London for an extravagant late-night party. Lytton wasn’t entirely sure that he liked the flashy American hosts, with their fancy Sunbeam car, and sudden interest in all things Bloomsbury. But he knew that his partner Dora Carrington and many of his other younger friends were smitten. Beautiful, rich and bisexual, Henrietta Bingham and Mina Kirstein exuded Jazz Age glamour. They could mix the latest cocktails, dance the latest steps, and knew all the popular showtunes.


Guests of honour that evening were dancer Florence Mills, known as the ‘Queen of Happiness’,1 and blues singer Edith Wilson, the Black American stars of Dover Street to Dixie – Charles B. Cochran’s latest hit review at the London Pavilion. Mills and other cast members danced and sang, and Henrietta hitched herself up onto the piano to play her saxophone, resplendent in a purple dress. Even the most jaded spirit must have found it hard to resist the megawatt smile of Mills; publicity photos from the show taken that summer capture a triumphant Mills raising a top hat above her shimmering bugle beaded dress, a silver-handled cane tucked deftly under her arm.


Revellers drifted into the lamplit garden through the open French windows; jazz music lingered in the air. Strachey stayed until the small hours, amusing himself by chatting to Mina’s handsome teenage brother, who had sneaked downstairs to join in the fun and, intrigued by Lytton’s old-fashioned appearance, had decided some gentle teasing was in order: ‘I was urged to ask Lytton if he slept with his beard inside or outside. (Outside, he confided.)’2 Duncan Grant was in equally mellow mood, telling Mina when she came to sit for a portrait that everything had been ‘absolutely perfect . . . Beautiful to look at and delicious to taste’.3


Bingham and Kirstein had arrived in England with a fistful of society introductions. Henrietta’s millionaire father was a Kentucky press magnate and Mina’s wealthy family owned a Boston department store. To begin with, they hung out in the obvious places with the obvious people; Mina knew the daughter of Gordon Selfridge, founder of the Oxford Street store, so evenings were spent dancing at the Savoy, or the 43 Club. But the pair had a more adventurous spirit, seeking company where hidden sexualities might be more accepted. Months of Freudian analysis in Harley Street had failed to quench their passion for each other, or their desire for partners of both sexes. A chance meeting in Bloomsbury bookshop Birrell & Garnett led to friendship with a group of writers and artists who had made sexual openness their watchword.


Lytton Strachey and Duncan Grant led the ‘Old Bloomsbury’4 cohort at Henrietta and Mina’s party; they belonged to a different age group to their hosts, but their attitudes were thoroughly modern. According to Vogue, Strachey had created ‘a revolution in the art of biography’,5 demolishing the stuffy heroes of the Victorian era with his deliciously ironic take-downs. Grant’s paintings were proving similarly popular – bold enough to feel subversive, but decorative enough to retain a broad appeal. The Telegraph had described him as ‘one of the most audacious, and it must be owned, one of the most brilliant post-impressionists or extremists’,6 and his work was finding its way into the papers and onto the stage. Provocation was the order of the day, and the two first cousins contributed in equal measure. Grant took a devil-may-care approach to his image, but Lytton’s ‘look’ was intended to inspire a reaction – the long dark hair, flowing red beard and distinctive drooping demeanour were perfect material for caricature (and popular cartoonist Max Beerbohm duly obliged).


The Bloomsbury Group had gained a controversial reputation before the First World War; by 1923 they were becoming ‘unforgivably successful’.7 Bloomsbury’s irreverent spirit struck a chord with the post-war generation, reaching an audience eager to challenge traditional conventions. Young people who met them in person were struck by their frank approach to life and love. It was rare to find an older group so open to new ideas, so accepting of different sexualities. Indeed, meeting your heroes was easier when most of them lived next door to each other. Vogue’s October 1925 edition provided a helpful guide to the Bloomsbury area of London. Assembled within a radius of about a hundred yards were an impressive array of ‘brains’: ‘All the Stracheys, Maynard Keynes . . . Adrian Stephen, Clive Bell . . . round the corner the house of the Hogarth Press, where sits, most satisfying to me of all writers, Virginia Woolf, and not far away her sister, Vanessa Bell, and the best of contemporary painters Duncan Grant.’8 Diarist Frances Marshall was one of the lucky ‘young fringe-Bloomsburies’9 who gained direct access. Fresh from Cambridge University, Frances was only twenty-one when she joined the staff at her brother-in-law David Garnett’s Bloomsbury bookshop, and found herself in daily contact with an awe-inspiring set of customers: ‘These, I reflected, were the sort of people I would like to know and have friends among, more than any others I had yet come across. I was instantly captivated and thrilled by them. It was as if a lot of doors had suddenly opened out of a stuffy room which I had been sitting in for too long.’10


It’s easy to imagine the Bloomsbury Group running on a smooth path towards success, in continuous occupation of their favoured territory in London. But their habitat was in fact the result of determined action: dispersed during the First World War, the friends came back together in the Twenties like homing pigeons, reassembling in the streets around 46 Gordon Square, the home to which Vanessa and Virginia Stephen had escaped after the death of their father in 1904, seeking a life free from adult interference. It was here that the Stephen sisters had first got to know the Cambridge friends of their brothers Thoby and Adrian, finding new ways to connect: a commitment to honest communication between the sexes, to freedom in creativity, to openness in all sexual matters. A family of choice, they created ties of love that lasted a lifetime, embracing queerness, acknowledging difference, defying traditional moral codes.


With Lytton Strachey as their agent provocateur, the friends challenged each other to break new ground. Economist Maynard Keynes stood alone amidst a group dominated by artists and writers. Painter Vanessa Stephen became Vanessa Bell when she married art critic Clive Bell; writer Virginia Stephen became Virginia Woolf when she married aspiring author Leonard Woolf. Of the writers, only Edward Morgan (E. M.) Forster reached a major audience before the First World War. In the early days it was the painters who captured public attention: curator and critic Roger Fry inspired Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell with his passion for the French post-impressionists. Seen as part of a pioneering group of British modernists, their reputations were amplified through association with the Omega Workshops – an artists collective that helped to develop public perceptions of Bloomsbury as a brand.


Critical support was just gathering momentum when war broke out in 1914 and the war years formed a temporary break in the group’s activities, but sales of works by Bloomsbury writers and artists took off again after 1918, building a definitive reputation on both sides of the Atlantic. By this stage most of the original members were nearing their forties, their ideas honed by years of close-knit conversation. Lytton Strachey set the ball rolling with Eminent Victorians in 1918; Maynard Keynes challenged conventional economic thinking with The Economic Consequences of the Peace in 1919; Duncan Grant held his first solo exhibition in 1920, impressing reviewers with his ‘defiant modernity’.11 Strachey followed up with Queen Victoria in 1921, breaking British publishing records by selling four thousand copies in twenty-four hours. Virginia Woolf couldn’t compete with Lytton’s sales figures, but she took comfort in the response of literary critics, signing with the same US publisher – Harcourt Brace – for her American editions. By the time Lytton Strachey and Duncan Grant partied with Henrietta Bingham and Mina Kirstein, Woolf could relax, comfortable in a sense of shared acclaim for her old friends: ‘all 40 and over; all prosperous . . . there we sat, with H. Brace’s catalogue talking of us all by name as the most brilliant group in Gordon Square! Fame, you see.’12


Virginia resented the way journalists began to lump together pre-war founding members with the younger circle of admirers who gathered in the 1920s. Others were more phlegmatic – well aware of the publicity value of linking their names with fashionable ‘Bright Young Things’, a nickname given by the tabloid press to the bohemian young aristocrats and socialites who gathered in London and at parties of the type hosted by Henrietta and Mina. Vanessa’s husband Clive Bell welcomed the new generation, recognising that they ‘shared a taste for discussion in pursuit of truth and a contempt for conventional ways of thinking and feeling – contempt for contemporary morals, if you will.’13


Who were these unconventional younger figures who invigorated the ageing ‘Bloomsberries’14 with their captivating looks and provocative ideas? Some were the children of Bloomsbury families, others were lovers who became friends. Individually intriguing, their collective value has been consistently underplayed – their achievements obscured in later accounts: young men dismissed as frivolous for embracing their femininity; young women judged by their relationships rather than their careers; connections with fashion, show business or the popular press portrayed as culturally inferior to more ‘intellectual’ pursuits. Talented and productive, they led interesting professional lives, and complicated emotional ones. Most remarkably for the period, they were a group of queer young people who found the freedom to express their sexuality amidst a group of supportive adults. To a twenty-first-century world still riven by homophobia, biphobia and transphobia, they provide a powerful historical example of the benefits of acceptance.


‘Young Bloomsbury’ seems the most helpful shorthand to describe the acolytes who gathered near Gordon Square, renting rooms in Gordon Place, Taviton Street, Brunswick Square and Heathcote Street. A lucky few found lodgings in Gordon Square itself, leasing whole floors of tall Bloomsbury houses from Vanessa Bell or Lytton’s brother James and his wife Alix Strachey. Many were fresh from university, finding useful starter roles as models or assistants; they posed for Grant and Bell’s paintings, organised exhibitions, set type for the Woolfs at the Hogarth Press, and sifted Lytton Strachey’s erotic correspondence. Others were already launched on their own successful careers, bringing reflected glory on their idols. Journalist Raymond Mortimer, ‘vivacious in transparent celluloid’,15 brought his own star quality to Vogue. Novelist Eddy Sackville-West and artist Stephen Tennant shared a similar androgynous aesthetic, appearing in Cecil Beaton’s generation-defining photographs. Academics Sebastian Sprott and Dadie Rylands were striking both physically and intellectually – Sebastian taught Psychology at Nottingham, Dadie lectured in English at Cambridge. Sculptor Stephen Tomlin carved the definitive images of Duncan Grant, Lytton Strachey and Virginia Woolf. Author Julia Strachey wrote a searing tale of blighted love for the Hogarth Press, while her socialist cousin John embodied the bold new radicalism of the left. These were not relationships of dependency, but of equality, and a shared rejection of convention. This book explores their unorthodox lives, and their impact on the older generation.


Henrietta Bingham and Mina Kirstein came from the States, but most of the admirers were more home-grown: graduates from Oxford, Cambridge and the Slade, young people with artistic or literary ambitions seeking their way in the world. Nearly all were looking for ways to explore different sexual identities post-university, and Bloomsbury’s approach was unusually appealing. Twenties London was a place of confusing extremes. On one side stood this new, syncopated world of the Bright Young Things – treasure hunts, fancy-dress parties, jazz music and cocktails. On the other stood the old establishment, stern figures of Conservative reaction, represented most fearsomely by William Joynson-Hicks, repressive Home Secretary from 1924 to 1929, who cracked down on nightclubs and indecent literature. At the beginning of the decade, Bloomsbury stood somewhere in between, offering safe spaces for experimentation, and conversations of reassuring emotional honesty with men and women who had earned a reputation for candour. Gradually, the closed circle expanded to bring in a wider range of new recruits, a more playful understanding of intellectually appropriate activity.


Each group had something to learn from the other. Bloomsbury had always celebrated sexual equality and freedom in private, feeling that every person had the right to live and love in the way they chose. According to Virginia Woolf, Old Bloomsbury’s ‘reticence and reserve’ had disappeared decades before: ‘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.’16 But by the 1920s, transgressive self-expression was becoming more public. Cross-dressing bright young people were as happy to be snapped by Cecil Beaton in broad daylight as they were after dark, and Bloomsbury figures began to embrace the new approach, appearing in popular magazines alongside writers and artists twenty years their junior. Over the next decade, the Oxford and Cambridge graduates transformed into journalists, novelists, poets and party-givers, inviting their seniors to join in the fun. After some agonised wrestling with intellectual snobbery – her own, and that of older critics – Virginia Woolf embraced the high fees offered for pieces in Vogue. In an equally bold step, Grant and Woolf signed up as founder members of the Gargoyle Club in Soho – which became a centre of bohemian nightlife in the decades that followed – tempted by the idea of ‘a place without the usual rules where people can express themselves freely’.17 Vanessa’s husband Clive Bell shifted gear with remarkable ease. One minute he would be at home writing pieces on Proust or Picasso for a worthy journal; the next he would be squeezing into his bathing suit and heading to a late-night Bath and Bottle Party for poolside dancing and bathwater cocktails.


As the Twenties progressed, Virginia Woolf was delighted to find her work ‘praised by the young and attacked by the elderly’.18 The younger generation promoted and inspired their seniors, propelling them into new types of media, and energising their artistic and literary production. Bloomsbury figures learnt to broadcast on the radio, mix cocktails, dance the Black Bottom and exploit the publicity value of gossip columns. This was the age of the elaborate fancy-dress party, and Bloomsbury loved nothing more than gender-blurring costume. Lytton Strachey and Clive Bell appeared regularly on guest lists in the Evening Standard, donning elaborate outfits for events like the Nautical Party or the Circus Party. Woolf accepted almost as many invitations, merrily denouncing her hosts and fellow guests thereafter. She and Lytton adored gossip and sexual intrigue, lending a willing ear to troubled young lovers of varying orientations. Vogue journalist Raymond Mortimer captured the spirit of the moment in 1924: ‘The elderly say the country is decadent and going to the dogs . . . It merely means that their own faculties are decaying and that they are going to the dogs themselves. Really the time in which we live is wildly interesting, fantastically romantic . . . We are discarding our prejudices, each month sees the disappearance of some once formidable taboo.’19


Raymond was one of the many ‘young fringe-Bloomsburies’20 who gathered round the older group. Looking back later in life, Raymond remembered how refreshing it was to find people who ‘based their beliefs and behaviour on reason rather than any accepted ideas’, and who ignored the usual gender restrictions, using language ‘of a freedom most unusual at that time in mixed company.’21 What Raymond’s 1950s article for The Sunday Times doesn’t reveal is the sense of liberation he must have felt to step into a world where queer identities were universally accepted. Raymond moved into a flat in Gordon Place to be near his idols, and commissioned Grant and Bell to paint a post-impressionist backdrop for his regular ‘evenings’. Some were mixed – including guests such as his editor at Vogue, Dorothy Todd, and her partner Madge Garland – but the majority were male only. A fascinating exchange of letters with Lytton Strachey survives, recording their attempt to find some new beauties to enliven a bachelor party. Invitations were issued for after dinner, and exciting encounters were to be anticipated. As Raymond concluded, ‘It is always, always a pleasure to see you. And when I hear stories and legends of how ogreish you used to be to your friends, I think I am lucky to have appeared a little later.’22


Every now and then Virginia Woolf would stray into one of Raymond’s ‘Buggery Poke’23 evenings, and the frankness of conversation pops up in her letters and diaries. Images are passed round, relationships discussed, clothing admired. Similar intimacies are shared in correspondence between young and old, male and female, across the group: in letters to Lytton, Dadie Rylands reveals his passion for fellow students, his success with soldiers and sailors: ‘a divine weekend at Dartmouth: the cadets are like puppy dogs.’;24 Dora Carrington sends love and lust to Lytton’s niece Julia Strachey; Lytton teases Sebastian Sprott for gladdening the eye of male admirers with his taste for rings, décolleté shirts, and Venetian sombreros; Eddy Sackville-West pours out his heart to Lytton’s psychoanalyst sister-in-law, Alix Strachey, who returns the favour with tortured accounts of her rejection by lover Nancy Morris: ‘You see Eddy, she has been hating her situation with me & it has been making her ill, so that she might anyhow have lost her capacity to love me from sheer break-down.’25


Sexual openness of this type between friends would be impressive in the 2020s, but in the 1920s it was remarkable. Homosexuality remained illegal, and hostile attitudes to lesbian love were whipped up when Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness was condemned as an obscene publication in 1928. Bloomsbury provided a supportive environment for queer young people that they were unlikely to find elsewhere. For those who could afford it, mental health care tended to be a traumatic experience: mainstream psychiatry still saw same-sex love as an illness requiring treatment. My heart bleeds for Eddy Sackville-West, who was subjected to an eight-week ‘cure’ in Germany, involving painful testicular injections. Stephen Tennant spent twelve months of virtual isolation in a psychiatric hospital. Freudian approaches were scarcely more sympathetic: leading British analyst Dr Ernest Jones diagnosed Henrietta Bingham as suffering from sexual inversion with neurotic symptoms, suggesting strategies for displacement. Using them as case studies for the treatment of ‘female homosexuality’, Dr Jones was sharing progress reports with Freud in Vienna, and anonymised accounts with the British Psychoanalytical Society. While Virginia Woolf took no prisoners with her language – she mounted the occasional ‘anti-bugger revolution’26 and described Vita Sackville-West as a ‘pronounced Sapphist’27 – it was surely far better to feel able to have a robust debate with Virginia or Lytton on sexual terminology than sit in fearful silence ashamed of your unmentionable identity.


Why does this matter to me? As the mother of a child who identifies as gender-fluid and queer, I have learnt some sad truths about the ongoing impact of prejudice. Queerness is no longer seen as a mental illness in Britain, but the mistreatment of queer young people persists. Bullying and discrimination lead to alarming rates of depression, self-harm and feelings of suicide. Children and young adults still go to school and university feeling unsafe, their peers using labels they identify with as insults. Trans pupils are particularly at risk; according to the LGBTQ+ charity Stonewall’s 2017 school report, 84 per cent have self-harmed, and 45 per cent have tried to take their own life. With queer histories so often silenced, and records destroyed through fear of discrimination or prosecution, sharing stories of positive interaction between the generations takes on a new relevance. Older people play a vital role when they show their support, building confidence, nurturing future talent. My child and I have found much to celebrate in the world of Young Bloomsbury, and in the queer history of our own family.


When I was a little girl, growing up in an ancient house where Stracheys had lived since the 1640s, it was hard to weave your way through the bewildering array of gloomy relations. Rows of disapproving portraits stared down from the walls; dusty volumes gathered on the endless shelves. Stracheys seemed to have been doing dull things for government or empire since the time of Shakespeare, gathering awards and titles along the way. But I wasn’t so interested in all of that. There was a group of recent characters who seemed much more exciting. Beautiful Teddy Strachey, so handsome that he was known as ‘Venus’ in the Grenadier Guards. His uncle Harry, an artist who painted lyrical images of athletic young men, excelling in his rendition of the naked torso. And Harry’s first cousin Lytton, who had lived in Bloomsbury, and caused a family stir by loving his own sex and satirising the worthies of the Victorian period. All was forgiven after his early death in 1932, and Lytton joined his parents in the Strachey chapel in Somerset, surrounded by memorials to his god-fearing ancestors.


Luckily for me, the Stracheys were inveterate hoarders as well as being prolific writers, so if I reach out a hand from my desk to pull down a book from the shelf, a letter will invariably fall out. It might be from Lytton’s sister Pippa, returning a borrowed book to the Strachey library at Sutton Court, and apologising for her ‘ancient crime’.28 Or it might be from art historian and sexologist John Addington Symonds, advising his nephew Harry Strachey on the best way to paint young men bathing. Many of the Strachey papers are in public collections, but some are still spread amidst the cousinhood, stored carefully in numbered boxes, or emerging randomly from unsorted piles. Together they build a picture of a warm and loving family who nurtured creativity and individualism rather than conformity, honouring the life of the mind above all else. The typical Strachey, male or female, young or old, Somerset or Bloomsbury, would be found wrapped in a shawl with their nose in a book. Lytton’s niece Julia found herself in alien territory when she was taken in by her American step-aunt, who firmly told her off for spending too much time indoors: ‘Thee doesn’t want to grow up all – thee knows – kind of eccentric and weird like thy Strachey relations. Like thy Uncle Lytton. Or thy Aunt Marjorie Strachey, thee knows: now does thee? See what I mean?’29


For eccentric and weird, read independent and open-minded – key characteristics of Bloomsbury Group life in the 1920s. Younger visitors often felt they were stepping into a family environment, and in many cases they were: Lytton’s mother and two of his sisters moved to Gordon Square in 1920, and by 1925 his brothers James and Oliver each had their own houses. The surviving Stephen siblings – Vanessa Bell, Virginia Woolf and Adrian Stephen – soon found themselves outnumbered by Stracheys. As Lytton’s first cousin, and Vanessa’s partner, Duncan Grant stood somewhere in between. Marjorie Strachey was one of many who thrived in the company of her older brother and his friends. She conjures up an appealing image of the characteristics that proved so attractive to the new generation of post-war admirers:


They were vivid and witty. They were very affectionate. They were addicted to the truth . . . they often abused their friends, but in a friendly way. It was delightful to live among them – to grow up among such amusing, brilliant, affectionate people. Of course Bloomsbury was not an earthly paradise. There were many tragedies, there were quarrels and rifts. They had their faults, but let us not overstress them. As Lytton wrote, in the last month of his life: ‘In this wretched world unkindness is out of place.’30


The Bloomsbury Group reached a high point of fame in the 1920s. Success is always alluring, but this was not the only reason why a group of forty-somethings suddenly appealed so strongly to young men and women in their twenties. There was something else, something more subtle at play. The growing numbers of ‘young fringe-Bloomsburies’ who gathered like bees round a honey pot were not just seeking celebrity, they were seeking affection. As queer young people they were looking for a place where they could be themselves, amidst adults who would accept them for who they really were. Bloomsbury writers and artists seemed to have defied conventional morality, and lived to tell the tale – faith, fidelity, heterosexuality and patriotism had all been rejected, but without noticeable penalty. Ahead of their time, they had established an open way of living that would not be embraced for another hundred years.
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Bloomsbury Comes Together
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Finding Their Chosen Family, 1904–1914


Some strange sort of alchemy seemed to have happened in the early 1900s, when Stephens and Stracheys had first come together in Bloomsbury, debating the nature of human existence, trying to find the best way to ‘be’.


It began when Vanessa and Virginia Stephen set up home with their brothers Thoby and Adrian at 46 Gordon Square. With both parents dead, and the vast Stephen home in Kensington put up for rent, the siblings clubbed their inheritances together to lease their own property. Occupying a whole building in Gordon Square might seem an impossible dream today, but in 1904, Bloomsbury rentals were more affordable. Middle-class families tended to lease rather than buy, flexing their space up and down to suit changing numbers, paying for housework as part of the package.


Like the Schlegel sisters in Forster’s Howards End, Vanessa and Virginia had escaped the grasp of disapproving older relatives – using their brothers as token chaperones, choosing a life of determined independence. Cambridge friends of Thoby and Adrian Stephen got an unexpected freedom pass: permission to hang out in a proper grown-up London house and talk to women of their own age, with no controlling parental presence. The Stephens held a weekly ‘open house’on Thursday evenings; after a slow and bumpy start, conversation eventually began to flow. Virginia noted the point of transition, as the young men grew more comfortable in female company, more confident in the expression of their secret desires: ‘Thoby and Adrian would have died rather than discuss the love affairs of undergraduates. When all intellectual questions had been debated so freely, sex was ignored. Now a flood of light poured in on that department too. We had known everything but never talked. Now we talked of nothing else.’31


Although some of those who gathered in the light-filled rooms at Gordon Square were biologically related, the majority came together through choice. Thoby and Adrian’s circle was predominantly gay, and even those young men who had a sexual interest in women were full of Edwardian inhibitions. It was unusual to spend time unchaperoned with a female contemporary, let alone stray off a carefully proscribed set of socially acceptable topics. As intimacy grew, limits were gradually released: sexuality of all types became open for discussion, along with every form of intellectual or philosophical theory. Traditional hierarchies were disrupted, gender divisions blurred, queer perpectives explored. As Virginia concluded, ‘There was nothing that one could not say, nothing that one could not do, at 46 Gordon Square . . . It may be true that the loves of buggers are not – at least if one is of the other persuasion – of enthralling interest or paramount importance. But the fact that they can be mentioned openly leads to the fact that no one minds if they are practised privately. Thus many customs and beliefs are revised’.32


One of the most regular visitors to 46 Gordon Square was Lytton Strachey, whose influence on the early years of Bloomsbury Vanessa Bell remembered well: ‘only those just getting to know him well in the days when complete freedom of mind and expression were almost unknown, at least among men and women together, can understand what an exciting world of explorations of thought and feeling he seemed to reveal. His great honesty of mind and remorseless poking of fun at any sham forced others to be honest too and showed a world in which one need no longer be afraid of saying what one thought, surely the first step to anything that could be of interest or value.’33 Lytton would riff provocatively on sodomy or semen, deliberately using bawdy language to spark a reaction; conversations begun at the secret Apostles society in Cambridge would continue unabated in Gordon Square.


Thanks to Lytton, Vanessa felt free to express her own feelings. Literary critic Desmond MacCarthy went further, suggesting that Strachey was the dominating influence on his generation of Cambridge graduates, fixing their attention on ‘emotions and relations between human beings’. Lytton was a master of ‘psychological gossip, the kind which treats friends as diagrams of the human species and ranges over the past and fiction as well as history, in search of whatever illustrates this or that side of human nature.’34 For Vanessa, her Bloomsbury friends came to represent a community of shared feeling – people among whom you could ‘say what you liked about art, sex or religion’, safe in the knowledge that you could also ‘talk freely and very likely dully about the ordinary doings of life’.35


Clive Bell saw the Stephen sisters standing at the centre of a wheel, in which Thoby and Adrian’s Cambridge friends acted as the spokes. When Thoby died tragically young from typhoid in 1906, and Vanessa married Clive, ‘the circle was not broken but enlarged’, as Virginia, with her surviving brother Adrian, moved into a house in nearby Fitzroy Square, ‘thus instead of one salon, if that be the word, there were two salons.’36 Their houses began to fill with a distinctively Bloomsbury style of art – the work of Vanessa Bell herself, Lytton’s cousin Duncan Grant and their older associate, the painter and curator Roger Fry. Aided and abetted by their many artist friends, the sisters were shaping spaces that could support and activate – acting as a catalyst for their own female creativity, providing opportunities for queer contemporaries to thrive. It was from these surroundings that Lytton Strachey emerged as a biographer, Maynard Keynes as an economist, and E. M. Forster as a novelist. James Strachey and Adrian Stephen eventually found their vocations as Freudian psychoanalysts, while journalism provided a more immediate path for Clive Bell and Desmond MacCarthy. Egged on by Roger Fry, pre-war Bloomsbury championed modernism in literature and the arts, with predictably explosive reactions from the more traditional sections of the press. When Fry curated his controversial post-impressionst exhibitions of 1910 and 1912, Bloomsbury friends rallied round. Desmond MacCarthy helped him with the first, and Leonard Woolf acted as secretary for the second. Audiences remained perplexed by the works on display, their boldness of colour and liveliness of form – as Virginia concluded: ‘Once more the public exposed themselves to the shock of reality, and once more they were considerably enraged.’37


Virginia’s marriage to Leonard Woolf in 1912 reinforced another longstanding Cambridge connection. After seven miserable years in the colonial civil service, Leonard was drawn back into the Strachey–Stephen cortex in 1911, rejecting his safe salary in favour of love – and a chancy existence as a writer and journalist. Jealous literary and artistic rivals came to see the Bloomsbury Group as smug and self-absorbed, pursuing their own interests to the exclusion of others. But in the early years, Bloomsbury was less of a mutual admiration society than a place of mutual aid. Something we might recognise today as a ‘family of choice’: a group of queer friends and allies, drawn together by affection, bound for life. Later accounts tend to fetishise sexual connections between the friends, obsessing about who put what into whom at which date. Sexual contact was just one facet of a many-sided emotional equation, fidelity a restrictive illusion paraded by the sanctimonious bigots of the Victorian age. What mattered most was the sense of a shared approach to existence, the long-term commitment to a loving connection. Lytton Strachey, Maynard Keynes and Duncan Grant may all have slept with each other in the early 1900s, but these were brief interludes in relationships that lasted a lifetime, reinforcing rather than threatening their mutual bond.


Thinking of Virginia and Vanessa as Bloomsbury den mothers gives a dynamic twist to their role; a general term for female leaders who help and look after the less experienced, it takes on a special meaning in the context of chosen families, and has become a familiar part of modern drag culture. Presiding over an intricate network of non-hierarchical associations, Vanessa and Virginia nurtured queer creativity among their friendship group, while developing their own professional careers. Like modernist bower-birds, they embellished successive homes with distinctive ornament, signalling difference, boosting confidence. Descriptive language changes slowly over time, gradually catching up with subtle changes in human behaviour. If only the heteronormative Bloomsbury-bashers of the 1950s and 60s had had more vocabulary to play with, then perhaps they would have been less critical of the tangle of sexual relationships, and more appreciative of the human benefit.


In terms of thought and argument and articles and artwork, early Bloomsbury was intensely productive. In terms of financial rewards or critical acclaim, the results were less impressive. Ironically it was the least attached member of the group, E. M. Forster, who achieved an early hit in 1905 with his first novel Where Angels Fear to Tread. Forster – christened Taupe (the mole) by Lytton – was famously elusive after Cambridge, popping in and out of Bloomsbury at will, and producing a string of increasingly popular novels in between periods of travel. Lytton spotted Forster in the London Library just after Angels had gone into its second edition, and he sent a long letter to Leonard Woolf, musing on their own lack of progress and speculating on what the future might bring:


 


I went yesterday to the London Library, and saw something that seemed familiar burrowing in a corner. I looked again, and yes! It was the Taupe. We talked for some time . . . He admits he’s ‘successful’, and recognises, in that awful taupish way of his, the degradation that that implies. But he’s of course perfectly contented. The thought of him sickens me. I think if one really does want a sign of our lapse, the Taupe’s triumph is the most obvious. If we ever do boom, shan’t we be horribly ashamed?38


What pre-war Bloomsbury lacked in terms of earned income, they more than made up for in terms of bravura. Roger Fry and Clive Bell caught the public eye with their advocacy of French post-impressionist art, introducing shocked British audiences to the work of Cézanne, Gauguin, Picasso and Matisse. Fry’s Omega Workshops, founded in 1913 with Grant and Bell as co-directors, made a bold attempt to drum up a market for their ground-breaking designs. Omega aimed to break down the false divisions between fine and decorative arts, allowing artists to experiment in every type of media, introducing the bold colours and abstract forms of modernism into all areas of the home. As Fry told the press: ‘It is time that the spirit of fun was introduced into furniture and into fabrics. We have suffered too long from the dull and the stupidly serious.’39


Buoyed up by the enthusiasm of their compatriots, Bloomsbury figures tended to make an impression wherever they went, regardless of the state of their bank balance, or the critical reaction to their work. Lytton Strachey’s unconventional appearance – maintained on a shoestring – surprised the Woolfs’ landlady that Christmas when she spotted him shopping in Marlborough in 1914. Leonard conjured up the eye-catching vision for a friend: ‘He has an immense and immensely beautiful russet beard, an immense black broad-brimmed felt hat, a suit of a maroon corduroy, and a pale mauve scarf fastened with a Duke’s daughter’s cameo brooch. He is the most charming and witty of human beings since Voltaire.’40 Hopeful that fame and recognition lay just around the corner, the friends boosted each other’s confidence, and gave each other the courage to persist along an independent path.
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