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INTRODUCTION


In November 1985, two exhibitions opened in Manchester which had the symbolic effect of a family reunion. Gwen and Augustus John had been brother and sister, they had studied at the same art school and had shared overlapping circles of friends. Yet they had gone on to live and work in quite separate worlds. And it was only in Manchester – forty-six years after Gwen’s death, twenty-four years after Augustus’s – that so much of their art would be seen in such close proximity.


‘Augustus John and Friends’ was hung in the grandly neoclassical space of the Manchester City Gallery, and with its parade of portraits – of poets, painters, actors and expensive women – it played to all the swagger of Augustus’s public image. ‘Gwen John: An Interior Life’ was, by contrast, everything its title intimated. Housed within the cool grey space of the Athenaeum, the paintings and drawings were not only smaller, but their palette was more muted, their forms and atmosphere more quietly strange.


As critics observed, the pairing of these shows was a unique opportunity to analyse the contrasting registers of the siblings’ work – the ‘variable, strident chords’ of his, the ‘sustained minor key’ of hers – an opportunity, also, to speculate on the contrasting registers of their lives.1


Augustus had been the younger of the two by eighteen months, yet his career had rapidly outstripped his sister’s. His draughtsmanship had been compared to Raphael, to Rembrandt; his painting had crossed genre from portraiture, to modernist landscape, to epic, lyric fantasy. By the time he was thirty-five, he was recognized as one of the most imposing personages on the London art scene, and the writer Virginia Woolf was only being half ironic when she described the early years of the twentieth century as ‘The Age of Augustus John’.


But the trajectory of Augustus’s success was driven not only by his art but by his personal notoriety. He was charismatically handsome, he dressed like a bohemian, he lived, drank and travelled like one too. And the women in his life became the stuff of legend – not only his wife Ida and lover Dorelia, with whom he tried to create a radically open marriage – but the many, many others with whom he had affairs. This, at the time, was fabulously wicked behaviour, and the prices Augustus was able to command for his work were driven in part by the thrilling adumbrations of his image.


Living and working in the shadow of her prodigious brother, Gwen’s story inevitably appeared smaller. Talented though she was, she lacked Augustus’s boldness and, when she settled in Paris in 1904, she had no interest in emulating his world. She had a decade-long relationship with Auguste Rodin, yet she never chose to advertise her intimacy with the sculptor, and never sought to become part of his milieu. Her own work, as it evolved from meticulous self-portraits to rapt explorations of colour, texture and form, became, in part, a study of her inner life. By the time Gwen converted to Catholicism in 1913, she was already regarded as something of a recluse – a pale anchoress who was dedicated to God and her art. She died in 1939, and it would be several decades before her talent received the same critical and biographical scrutiny as her brother’s.


Much of that scrutiny would centre on the differences between them. Yet, although the two Johns were powerfully complex as individuals, the starting point of this book is what connected them as siblings – the forces that shaped their lives, the friends they shared, the books and the art they had in common, and, above all, the tangle of love, antagonism, exasperation and sympathy they felt towards each other.


As Augustus himself acknowledged, the closeness between them had been forged in the darkness of their childhood. Growing up in the Welsh seaside town of Tenby, they and their two siblings had suffered the bewildering early death of their mother, and the painfully inadequate parenting of their father. Edwin John had tried to do his best by his children, but, an anxious inhibited man, he’d turned into a petty disciplinarian. The four little Johns had feared him at first, then they had learned to mock him.


However, if this sad, semi-orphaned childhood had blighted the Johns, it had also steeled in them a determination to escape. For Gwen and Augustus, who’d been drawing since they were small, their route out of Tenby was art. In 1894, when sixteen-year-old Augustus was allowed to enrol at the Slade, it was imperative to Gwen that she would follow, and when they were students in London, shedding their awkwardly provincial teenage selves, they shared a rackety lodging house in Fitzrovia, went to parties and anarchist meetings, fell in and out of love – and recorded much of it on paper and canvas.


Years later, when Augustus wrote about Gwen, he would argue that, however widely their lives had diverged, they had always been cut from the same temperamental cloth: ‘We were not opposites but much the same really . . . we took a different attitude.’2  Beneath the surface of his own public flamboyance and Gwen’s reclusiveness, they had other qualities in common – a scorn for banality, a yearning for beauty and love. They were also, equally, victim to tendencies which Augustus believed were genetic – a susceptibility to depression (which in his case could be crippling) and an awkwardness with strangers (which he was much more successful at concealing). They recognized themselves in each other and, when Ida died in 1907, and when Rodin died in 1917, they came instinctively to each other’s support.


Gwen would be almost the only person to continue calling her brother by his childhood diminutive ‘Gus’. Yet their relationship was not easy. If there was love and sympathy between them, there was also conflict – a conflict which, for Gwen in particular, was bound up with an old and unexamined sibling rage. Growing up as the two middle children of the family, and very close in age, they had naturally been competitive with each other. But Augustus, infuriated by his sister’s eighteen-month advantage, had gone through a period when his competitiveness had hardened into bullying. Gwen had battled against him then, and, long after she’d gone to Paris, she still had occasional nightmares about their fights. When Augustus, generously flush with money and contacts, had wanted to help Gwen, she had sometimes felt only that he was trying to control her.


Augustus had been a foot taller than Gwen, larger in every way, and he’d been able to dominate her with all the advantages of his sex. As a boy, he’d been given a far more solid academic education than her, and even at the Slade, famously progressive in its acceptance of women students, there had been a subtle enforcing of that same inequality. With an all-male teaching staff and a curriculum focused around old masters, it was tacitly acknowledged that, once the students graduated, only the men were likely to have successful careers.


In 1898, when Gwen and Augustus left the Slade, the art world was a harsh place for women to thrive. Very few of them ran their own studios or schools, very few of them sat on the juries which selected work for exhibition, and – unless they had money, exceptional luck or nerve – most of them would be forced to put aside their painting ambitions and accept the security of marriage.


Gwen was too proud, or too stubborn, to cast herself as a victim of the patriarchy or of any other system. Yet the difference in how she and her brother survived the first years of their careers was striking. Augustus may have been the more naturally assertive, yet the success he enjoyed was boosted by a network of men – friends, artists, buyers and patrons – who provided him with material and public support. He might often have been broke, and badly in debt, but he could always count on sufficient commissions and sales to pay for his studios, his art materials and models.


Gwen had no such network, and for a long time she could only support herself and her art by hiring herself out as a model. Living alone, often in small, squalid rooms, she might have looked wistfully at the comfort of her married friends. But she had made her own choice: ‘I think if we are to do beautiful pictures, we ought to be free from family conventions and ties’, she wrote, and although she would fall in love several times – with men, with other women and, above all, with Rodin – it was never domestic happiness Gwen sought, but passion and grandeur.


Freedom worked both ways, though. While Augustus appeared to roam in a more privileged world, the life he chose also cost him part of his liberty. In 1904, when he first set up house with Ida and Dorelia, he thought he’d embarked on a glorious experiment. Over the years, however, that experiment spawned nine children, plus the expense of several households and studios, and the financial burdens that seemed to gather around Augustus were one reason why he drifted into painting the rapid portraits that came so easily and profitably to him. He never quite sank to being an artist for hire, but neither did he ever fulfil his youthful ambition of finding his own way to put the world down in paint.


If debts and responsibilities became an impediment for Augustus, so too did the exhausting puzzle of his own personality. When he was young, the ‘heaven and hell’ of his moods, the mania of his excitements, the blackness of his despairs had all been fuel for his art, but by early middle age they were sapping his powers and driving him to greater excesses. There were times when Augustus deeply envied his sister’s ability to recuse herself from the world and focus on her painting, many times when he wished they’d been able to live and work more closely together. But Gwen became increasingly protective of her solitude and, in her final decade, she not only stopped visiting Augustus, she all but stopped writing to him.


When she died in 1939, Augustus grieved for the distance between them, and when he came to sort through the mass of paintings, drawings and writings she’d left behind, he was haunted by their delicate rigour. ‘I feel ashamed of wasting my time, thinking that life could last almost for ever,’ he wrote. But although he still had over two decades to live and would become celebrated as one of the grand old men of British painting, Augustus never did recover the joyous brilliance of his youth. However hard he worked, he could never achieve the one final vision that would absolve him of his wasted years.


History, in fact, would turn against him. After his death in 1961, the market was flooded with too many of his late, inferior works, and, two decades later, when the world began to take notice of Gwen, a critical consensus began to form that not only had her talent been greater than his, but so too had her character, her integrity as an artist. Just as there was a move to disparage Gus as a philanderer and a charlatan, a painter who’d used the cheap magic of his personality to convince the world he was a genius, so too was there a move to cast a halo around Gwen, to sanctify the discipline that she’d brought to her life and work, and the indifference she’d cultivated towards money and artistic fashion.


But the truth of a life is hard to excavate and even harder to judge – even those who knew the Johns well could struggle to decide whether they were admirable or awful. Augustus, with his reckless volatile passions, could be a danger to himself and to others, but to those who loved him he could also be a hero, a kind of visionary who saw his life in brighter, more exciting colours. Gwen, in her refusal to compromise her independence and her work, could equally be revered as a saint, yet to her family and friends she could also appear cranky, ruthless and even coldly ungenerous.


The one unarguable fact about the Johns, however, is the extraordinary journey they made: two shy and angry young teenagers who, without money or influence, made the world of art their own, and found distinction and acclaim. Critical fashions may fluctuate, the verdict on their work may change, but as a story of two siblings, of two unexpected and idiosyncratic talents, the lives of Gwen and Augustus John must always be remarkable.










Chapter One


TENBY


‘Even at that early age we were vaguely aware of Art and Beauty’


AUGUSTUS JOHN1


For a few weeks in summer, when the waters of Carmarthen Bay glittered blue under a sharp sea breeze, the Welsh town of Tenby was transformed into a busy seaside resort. Music from the local brass band competed with a visiting troupe of black-faced minstrels; elegant couples strolled along the curving esplanade; bathing machines lined up at the water’s edge, cumbersome wagons on high spindly wheels. And there were children everywhere, flying kites in the sharp summer winds, paddling in the shallow surf and begging for rides on the donkeys that padded patiently up and down the sand.


For many of those children, the beach was their annual treat, but for the four John siblings it was their familiar playground. The rock pools where they paddled and fished for shrimps, the dark caves, the secluded swimming spots – all these had been known to them since they were small. And, for Gwen and Gus, who kept pencils and scraps of paper in their pockets wherever they went, the beach was also their studio. It rarely failed to throw up new subjects to sketch – the beaky outline of a seagull, a bleached sculpture of driftwood, the faces of new children. And, when they were lucky, there were visiting artists to spy on, too – amateur painters, who set up their easels to capture views of the sea, the cliffs and the old town walls.


‘Gwen and I, full of curiosity, would approach as near as we dared, to watch the mystery of painting’, Gus recalled, and years later, when Gwen was a student, she would paint her own landscape of Tenby. It was a panoramic view of the beach, with the harbour wall curving steeply round a crescent of golden sand; and it captured the moment between daylight and dusk, when families were taking their last seaside stroll. In the foreground, a young woman in a fashionably trimmed hat was walking with a small girl, their closeness evident in the child’s bright uptilted face. A little way behind was a slightly older mother, talking attentively to her own small daughter. The only other figure in the painting – a youth in a hat – walked alone.


As a painting, Landscape at Tenby with Figures was the work of a novice, its detail undercut by awkward hitches in perspective. But as a biographical image, it was tantalizing. There were no fathers in either family group, and something about Gwen’s placing of her figures on the otherwise deserted beach, her exaggerated contrast of light and shadow, had given the scene a quality of dream or memory. The woman in the foreground (who’d been modelled on Gwen’s sister Winnie) may have been a dim recollection of her own dead mother, Augusta; the child may have been Gwen herself; and this painting may have drawn on the last happy moments Gwen could recall before Augusta John had fallen seriously ill and Edwin John had shuttered himself away in grief.


Gwen had been eight, Gus just six and a half, when tragedy struck. ‘I used to cry all the time,’ Gwen claimed, ‘I never expected any happiness in my life’. To Gus it seemed that the death of their mother had robbed them not only of joy, but confidence too, causing all four children to retreat behind a wall of ‘invincible shyness’.2  They had no help from their father, who was unable to articulate his own loss, let alone comfort theirs, and Augusta’s death remained a bewildering mystery to the little Johns, an inexplicable rupturing of their childhood.


There had been a time before that rupture when the family was happy. They lived in Haverfordwest, a market town twenty miles north-west of Tenby, where their slightly cramped, narrow home was graced by dramatic views of the old ruined castle and the surrounding hills. It was graced too by the lightness of touch which Augusta brought to 7 Victoria Place when she came to live there as Edwin’s wife in 1873, and by the gentle transformation she worked on her husband, turning him from a painfully shy and undistinguished young solicitor, to a contented family man.


As a small child, growing up in Haverfordwest, Edwin had been a bright and inquisitive boy, musical and fond of books, but as a teenager he’d developed a disabling social anxiety, which had been provoked in part by his father’s determination to turn all of his three sons into gentlemen. William John had been a dynamic adventurous man, working and studying his way out of poverty and eventually buying a lucrative solicitor’s practice. His decision to send Edwin away to school, however, to board among richer, more entitled boys, had wrecked the child’s confidence. Edwin had returned home a timid misfit, ashamed of his Welsh accent and origins, yet ignorant of how to rise above them. While his older brother Alfred had run away to study art and play the flute, Edwin had seen no option but to join his father’s practice. Half-hearted about the job, and having no local friends, the future seemed to spread drearily ahead of him.


Then, at the age of twenty-seven, he went to Brighton to visit relatives and met Augusta Smith, a delicately pretty young woman with an expressive light in her eyes and a tumble of dark curls. She was artistic too. Her father, Thomas, a master plumber and glazier, had sent her to a modest finishing school in south London, where she was encouraged to study music, painting and drawing. Her work, though girlishly sentimental, showed a gift for colour (years later, a landscape signed A. John was hung in an American gallery, having been mistakenly attributed to her son), and when the Slade School of Art opened its doors to both men and women in 1871, it’s possible that Augusta dreamed of continuing her studies there.*


However, ‘Mrs Leleux’s Establishment’ was all the education Thomas Smith would permit. A widower of vehemently religious and patriarchal opinions, he expected his oldest daughter to return home and take over the running of the house. The two younger daughters, Rosina and Leah, were excused because they’d joined the Salvation Army and were doing God’s work. For Augusta, alone in the house, there had seemed no chance of escape from the making of lists and the managing of servants, but, in February 1873, Thomas Smith suffered a fatal stroke. When Edwin appeared in Brighton three and a half months later, timid but rather handsome, with an upright posture and a ginger moustache, Augusta was ready to accept him as a suitor.


The early years of their marriage were sunny; the young couple played music together, read books and had four healthy babies: Thornton in 1875; Gwendoline Mary, a year later, on 22 June 1876; Augustus Edwin on 4 January 1878; and Winifred in late 1879. Although Augusta may have felt the effects of delivering four babies in almost as many years, she had a small staff to cook and clean, and a nursemaid, Mimi, to help with the babies. She played the piano, she painted and she took pleasure in her children, teaching them their letters and numbers, encouraging them to draw and colour as soon as they could hold a pencil, and taking them with her on her errands around town.


Edwin thrived in his marriage: his shyness eased and he blossomed, a little stiffly, into fatherhood. Every Sunday after church, he led the children on a walk, marching them along the banks of the river Cleddau, or through the country lanes above the town. He took them to the circus once, leaving Gus with the indelible memory of a ‘superb woman in spangled tights’.3  And, anxious for his children to benefit from the nearby coast, he had a small holiday house built in the seaside village of Broad Haven, a magical place the children remembered, where they learned to swim and where they fell asleep to the gentle wash of the waves.


One summer at Broad Haven, the children witnessed a crowd of skimpily dressed young women immersed in the sea for a collective baptism. Such scenes were an indelible part of the colour of their lives. Haverfordwest, on market days, was loud with pig farmers and cattle drovers, with oyster women in tall Welsh hats, with gypsies who appeared from the countryside. These ragged, dark-featured strangers, said by Edwin to kidnap unwary children, became figures of romance to the little Johns, as did the miller who used to emerge from his work with a coating of flour, the little workhouse girls in their ill-fitting pinafores, and the woman in her ramshackle cottage who they believed was a witch.


‘Had our mother lived it would all have been different’, wrote Thornton, years later.4  But early in 1880, shortly after Winnie was born, Augusta fell ill. Her doctor believed it was rheumatism and advised her to spend the winter away from the Pembrokeshire damp. Yet, on her return, she was no better and, as she was sent away for a succession of rest cures, life in Victoria Place underwent a miserable transformation.


Edwin, unable to manage the children on his own, had been obliged to accept the help of his sisters-in-law, Rosina and Leah Smith. They were not unkind women, but they blazed with the terrible piety of their vocation and, once in the house, they imposed a strict routine of prayers, replacing the children’s library of fairy tales with drearily titled pamphlets like Jessica’s First Prayer. Even out in the town there was no escaping their zealotry; every day, the sisters would ride through the streets in their pony and trap – their ‘Hallelujah Chariot’ – preaching sermons and handing out tracts, blithely indifferent to the embarrassment they inflicted on their family.


Edwin lacked the courage to intervene, while Augusta was too weak and too often absent. When the children were photographed in 1881, they already appeared to be feeling the strain, even accounting for the effort of holding themselves still for the camera. Thornton, always a slow, quiet boy, stared impassively in front of him; Gus was planted, wide eyed, in his infant chair, looking as though he expected a rebuke; and Gwen, standing very straight in her neat black dress, her hands clasped in front of her, wore an expression of precocious wariness.


The most comfortable of the four was little Winnie, sitting on the ample lap of their nurse. Mimi at least had remained a constant. But just a short time after that photograph was taken, Leah and Rosina decided her services were no longer required. They sent Mimi away and, in the summer of 1884, when Augusta died, the children had no nurse to cuddle away their tears, no refuge of cosy familiarity.


Augusta had been in Derbyshire, consulting a new doctor or taking the Buxton waters, and Edwin had apparently been given no warning of her sudden decline. Shocked as he was, he did not think about how to prepare his children, and simply informed them of their mother’s death along with the servants and the aunts. It was all too much and, overwhelmed by the magnitude of the news, the four little Johns raced hysterically around the house, chanting ‘Mama’s dead! Mama’s dead!’ – hectic with emotions they could neither name nor control.


Rheumatic gout and exhaustion were given as the official cause, although no doctor could account for why those conditions should be fatal in a young woman of thirty-five. It’s possible Augusta had inherited a genetic condition like lupus or Crohn’s, some fundamental and critical disorder of her immune system. The fact that Augusta’s sister Rosina suffered from chronic gut and joint pain, and that Gwen and Thornton went on to develop similar symptoms, would raise a flag with any twenty-first-century diagnostician. But the Victorians knew little of such things, and the mysteriousness of Augusta’s death would provoke beady gossip in Haverfordwest, especially when it was revealed that Edwin was the major beneficiary of her will.


Gus later recalled that his father had seemed ‘full of secrets’. Perhaps he was ashamed that Augusta had been alone when she died; perhaps he worried he could have done more to find a cure. But there was no one with whom Edwin could share his distress. He had quarrelled with his sister Clara over their father’s will, and his two brothers were all but lost to him – Alfred having turned to drink and semi-vagrancy, Frederick in prison for some unnamed offence. Bereft, and flinching from the threat of scandal, Edwin decided to leave Victoria Place and make a new start in Tenby. The town had happy associations – Augusta had always liked it, the children had always enjoyed playing on its beach – and, for Edwin, it would put a good twenty miles between him and the tittle-tattle of Haverfordwest.


The tragedy of Augusta’s death could not be shaken off, however, and it settled in every corner of their new Tenby home, 32 Victoria Street. The house was grim and unwelcoming, dark and meanly proportioned, set in the middle of a nondescript terrace, and it was made even more uncomfortable by Edwin’s hapless attempt at furnishing. Gus remembered it becoming ‘a kind of mortuary’, a ‘museum of rubbish’ – every room crammed with the stuffed birds and cheap mahogany furniture Edwin had inherited from William John, every wall hung with his mediocre collection of paintings.5


Far more oppressive, though, was Edwin’s own presence. He’d become a man of modestly independent means with the deaths of his wife and father, and had decided to throw away his professional brass plaque and retire. He was almost constantly around the house, reading and playing the piano, and now that he had no work to occupy him, he became fixated on his duties as a single father. The family may have been free of the hallelujah aunts, who were harrying souls elsewhere, but Edwin set strict rules for the children and for the running of the household, and, obsessive about economies, he rationed both fuel and food. There were to be no more fires in the attic bedrooms where the children slept – they had to pile rugs and overcoats onto themselves to keep warm – and no pandering to the children’s taste at meals – Gwen, always picky about food, developed a loathing for the rice puddings which Edwin routinely demanded from the kitchen.


It was at mealtimes, too, that the children felt the worst of their father’s temper. Without Augusta, he lost much of his ability to enjoy family life. He criticized the children’s table manners, was irritated by their chatter; he alternated between irascible demands for silence and impatience because they had nothing useful to say. Winnie recalled that, if ever she ventured some whispered comment at dinner, Edwin would pounce on her sarcastically: ‘Oh you’ve found it have you . . . your tongue?’ When she and Gwen invented a mute rebellious language of eye rolling and grimaces, they were ordered to leave the table.


As the children grew older and learned to make comparisons, they could see their father was odd. His extreme social anxiety had returned and he was so easily agitated by chance encounters that, when he was out on the street and saw an acquaintance approach, he would quicken his step and pretend he had an appointment to keep. Even his attempts at discipline were embarrassing. Edwin, to his credit, detested physical punishment and tried hard to avoid it. Yet the children saw no virtue in his mildness. When Gus came home from school with a report for delinquent behaviour, he simply laughed at Edwin’s feeble attempt at a caning. Later, he wrote that, the more ridiculous he found his father, the more determined he was to become his opposite: ‘taking [him] as a model I watched him carefully, imitating his tricks as closely as I could, but in reverse’.6


But Edwin did love his children and, within the narrow limits of his ability, he tried his best. Years later, Winifred would acknowledge how hard it must have been to raise these ‘strange, silent and sometime mutinous’ siblings; Gus too could look back and remember exceptional moments when their father had managed to be ‘playful and humane’.7  Edwin did what he could to maintain some of Augusta’s traditions: he allowed the servants to organize birthday teas and balloons, he read stories to the children after supper and played the piano for them. He also bought pets for the girls – a spaniel for Winnie and a cat for Gwen – and, although he couldn’t abide the latter, a vicious bruiser of a tom called Mudge, when Floss the spaniel went missing, he asked the town crier to advertise a search.


Most crucially, as Gus recalled, he allowed his daughters as well as his sons ‘to run happily wild’. Led by Thornton, who planned to become an explorer, a prospector for gold, they were permitted to tramp off alone to deserted beaches, to walk all the way to the common at Begelly, where the gypsies camped. Here, they would stare shyly at the hordes of enviably ragged children and wonder why their father was so worried about kidnapping when the gypsies had so many offspring of their own.


Gus in particular could imagine nothing more glamorous than being stolen by gypsies – apart from being born a Red Indian, perhaps. For a time, the only book he read was a collection of stories by Gustave Aimard which featured thrillingly bloody accounts of the American Wild West. The more alienated he became from his father and from the mausoleum of Victoria Street, the more gripped he was by the belief that he was the son of an Indian brave and had been mysteriously transported to Wales. He schooled himself to live by what he called ‘the Red Man’s code’; he attempted to gallop bareback on a wild horse and, with a gang of local boys, he devised other ritual tests of courage – daring them all to hang perilously over the edge of a disused coal pit, to dive off the highest rocks and to swim through the roughest seas.


Gwen also occupied a world of fantasy, but much of it was confined to her bedroom, where she read and drew, arranged wild flowers, cuddled her cat Mudge and dreamed of escape. In a photograph, taken around the time she turned eleven, her expression was pensive, and years later she claimed that adults always used to tell her off for crying so much, warning her that ‘when you’re a grown up you’ll have something to cry about’.8  Yet Gwen’s memory was patchy. Her siblings would remember her excitement at birthdays, her yelps of delight when she stripped off her clothes and ran into the sea. When Edwin bought bicycles for her and Winnie, the two of them would go pedalling around Tenby at hysterical speeds, skirts whipping around their legs, hair streaming loose in the wind.


A local family with whom they occasionally went to stay remembered all four children as the ‘turbulent Johns’, a farouche, untamed and close-knit tribe. But this was during the holidays; when the children were in school their lives not only became more physically muted, but a divide opened up between them as the two boys and two girls were educated in very different institutions.


Gwen and Winnie were happy at first at the dame school they attended until the age of ten. It was small and cheerfully run by an intelligent, liberal-minded woman named Mrs Mackenzie, who became something of surrogate mother to the Johns (it was she who invited them to stay in the holidays) and whose daughter, Irene, became Winnie’s special friend.


The girls’ enjoyment came to an abrupt end, however, when they were moved on to ‘Miss Wilson’s Private Academy’, and made to suffer through five years of schooling that was as overbearingly strict as it was intellectually inadequate. Although Miss Wilson provided a veneer of academic learning for her pupils – the acceptable parts of English history and geography, a smattering of French, some simple arithmetic – her principal concern was equipping them with an armoury of social accomplishments. Some of her lessons would stick with Gwen for the rest of her life: she was always prompt in writing her thank-you letters and she rarely left home without a hat. But Gwen was bored and humiliated by the shallowness of her education and fiercely resentful that, when she was finally released from the academy, around the age of fifteen, her spelling and her grammar were poor and there were shaming gaps in her knowledge.


She blamed her father, although at that time there were few good options for girls* and Edwin did make an effort to supplement his daughters’ education. He paid for Winifred’s violin lessons, provided drawing materials for Gwen, and the books he read to them, including Jane Eyre, were unusually sophisticated for the time. He also hired a governess to teach them French – but the lessons came to an abrupt halt when the governess, impressed by the girls’ progress, enquired if there was any French blood in the family, which Edwin took as an obscure and worrying insult.


For the boys, there were better options in Tenby. Greenhill, which Gus and Thornton attended, gave its pupils a rough but solid academic grounding and even though both John boys were chronically innumerate, Gus did reasonably well in his other subjects, well enough, at least, for him to start boasting of his superior learning to Gwen and start using it as a weapon in their battle for dominance.


Gus wasn’t a naturally cruel child: he could weep for little Kay and Gerda in Andersen’s The Snow Queen; he could shed tears for the boys who were hurt in playground fights – even though he was often at the centre of the brawl. Some part of his need to tease Gwen was to cover up the fact that he too was often unhappy at school; he was routinely punished for dreaming in class, or for doodling cartoons of teachers, and sometimes, he felt, he was unreasonably picked on. One day, when his fidgeting provoked a master to give him a vicious clip around the ear, he was so outraged by the injustice, he instinctively hit back.


This was the offence that drove Edwin to bring out his cane, but it also convinced him that the discipline at Greenhill was inadequate. Forgetting his own wretched experiences at boarding school, he found an expensive institution near Bristol which had a reputation for grooming middle-class boys into gentlemen. But Clifton School only exacerbated his sons’ problems. Thornton, so quiet and so slow, withdrew further into himself, while Gus, chafing in his tight Eton jacket, became even more inattentive. Loafing on the sidelines of the cricket pitch one day, a ball smacked him so hard on the side of his head, his hearing was permanently damaged.


‘Gloom, boredom and sometimes anguish of mind were my abiding states’, he recalled, and he was driven to offload even more of his misery onto Gwen.9  Later, he would admit that his need to bully her was complicated by ‘fraternal jealousy’, but Gwen saw only his power to hurt. Almost two decades later, she could still recall how she dreaded Gus’s return from school: ‘I revolted against him at the beginning of each holiday, but he won by telling me horrible things and when I threw myself on him to fight and pull his hair . . . he always won for of course he was the stronger. He used to discourage me so much because he would say [that] I [forgot] everything I learnt and it was always a long time before I had enough confidence to start again.’10


It was a relief, not only to Gwen but also the rest of the family, when a new school opened in Tenby and Gus was allowed to attend. There were only seven pupils at St Catherine’s, but the headmaster, Allen Evans, was a perceptive man who was committed to getting the best from each one. He had the wit to turn sports lessons into games – four-a-side football, roller-skating hockey, golf among the dunes – and his lessons were no less flexible, designed to encourage the boys at what they did best and not to punish their failings.


For Gus, Evans’s methods were a revelation – his essays and stories were read out in class, he won a certificate for drawing – and his confidence showed in the school photograph that was taken at the end of his first year. While all the other boys were sitting cross-legged on the sand, Gus, at thirteen and a half, had perched himself a little way up the cliff. Even though his image was slightly blurred, his grin of triumph was unmistakeable.


In Evans, Gus had found all the appreciative sympathy his own father had withheld. During the next two years, he thrived both intellectually and emotionally, discovering the plays of Shakespeare, the poetry of Walt Whitman. But then an incident occurred which provoked an abrupt and, to Gus, inexplicable withdrawal of Evans’s warmth. The boys had been taking their daily walk along the sands, and Gus, following behind his headmaster, had been seized with a rush of sudden happiness. His whole body had seemed to fizz and thrum, and, barely conscious of what he was doing, he stripped off half his uniform and began to dance, improvising a wildly capering, somersaulting jig.


Years later, he remembered that moment as astonishing, a kind of ‘Dionysian Fury when the sun [had] shone approvingly, the sea turned a deeper blue’ and he had felt himself uniquely invincible.11  The other boys had stared at Gus with trepidation, expecting him to be punished. Yet Evans had remained strangely silent, and only when Gus recalled that incident as an adult did he suspect that Evans, shocked by the beauty of his pupil’s bare adolescent limbs, had been fighting down a shameful impulse of desire. Gus, at fifteen, could make no sense of this. He’d never heard of a homosexual; he’d never thought to question why the priest who also taught at St Catherine’s was so quick to encourage him in the drawing of classical male nudes. And he had no way of understanding why, after that incident on the beach, Evans had felt compelled to keep his distance. All Gus could see was a hurtful withdrawing of his headmaster’s regard, a new tendency to punish him, and it made him bitter. Even as an adult, when he learned that Evans had committed suicide, Gus could not find it in himself to forgive.


Edwin, inevitably, had told his children nothing about sex, and when Gus was crudely enlightened by one of his friends, he was traumatized. The idea that his own parents had ever engaged in so filthy an act overwhelmed him with ‘terror and bewilderment’ and he went immediately in search of Gwen, needing to share this horrible knowledge, but also inflict on her the same distress.12  Puberty apparently came late to Gus – and so did girls. He was puzzled at first when members of his gang began abandoning the Red Man’s code in favour of Sunday afternoons spent flirting with local girls. When Gus was persuaded to join them, he still felt wretchedly ill at ease. He knew that the girl who’d been assigned him had a crush on another boy and, in any case, he could see no connection between the gauche embraces of his Tenby friends and the images of love he had formed from the poets and painters. It was, he recalled, a long time before he even dared to hold a girl’s hand.


Gwen left little record of her own teenage years, but they must have been difficult. She had no mother to soften the ordeal of her first period or to explain what was happening to her body as she developed breasts.* Although she was very close to Winnie, very reliant on her sweet good sense, Winnie was three years younger than her and had yet to experience such things. Gwen also had no friends, as Gus did, to initiate her into the alarming world of adolescent flirtation. At the age of fourteen or fifteen, she may even have begun to sense her own sexual ambivalence, to wonder if she might find girls more interesting and attractive than boys.


Isolated and ignorant as she was, Gwen flinched from almost anything that hinted at sex. Once, when she was out cycling and had to pass a company of foot soldiers, she felt the agony of her own conspicuousness. It felt even more of an assault when her father, emerging from his long bereavement, began a shy courtship of two local women. The mere idea of Edwin having any physical desire, of him wanting a replacement for their mother, was morally and physically repugnant. ‘Gwen had an implacable nature when roused,’ Gus wrote, and when she rounded on Edwin, abusing his disgusting behaviour and commandeering Winnie to join in her attack, Gus felt so badly for Edwin, he was obliged to come to his father’s defence.13


Although these adolescent years were often lonely and angry for both Gwen and Gus, the one fixed point between them remained their art. They never lost their childhood habit of carrying sketchbooks and pencils in their pockets; as Edwin later recorded, they drew everywhere: ‘on walks along the beach, on excursions into the country’. Even when he took them to London for their first taste of the theatre, the two of them would compete ‘feverishly to draw some person [in the audience] who had interested them.’14  Edwin was proud of their talent and of his own efforts to let it develop freely and naturally; he resigned himself to the clutter of pencils, charcoals and paper in the house, and even to the stray children whom Gwen brought home to pose – although it caused great alarm to him when the mother of one of them, a boy in a green velvet suit, who belonged to a troupe of street entertainers, also turned up at Victoria House and Edwin was convinced that the gossip would spread all over Tenby.


It hadn’t occurred to him, at first, that the children’s drawing could lead anywhere. But, when Gus was leaving St Catherine’s, Edwin was urged by one of the masters to find his son a professional art tutor and was recommended a local painter, Edward Head.* Edwin was gratified by this acknowledgement of Gus’s talent, and snobbishly impressed that Head was a member of the Royal Academy. When Head, on seeing the quality of Gus’s drawing, suggested he might do well at the Slade, Edwin was too flattered to dismiss an idea which, normally, he would have considered impossible.


The question of what his sons might do for a living had actually been bothering Edwin for some time. His brief expectation that one of them might follow him into law had long since passed. Thornton, now aged nineteen, had remained stubbornly faithful to his dream of the pioneering life and was already planning to leave for Canada. But Gus’s own unruly imagination made him equally unfitted for a solicitor’s desk, and his own ideas about his future had recently wandered towards the army. However badly he’d dealt with regulations and uniforms at school, he imagined that soldiering might be his route to adventure and even got as far as questioning whether Sandhurst or Woolwich would be the better place to train.


Then Head suggested the Slade and there was no more talk of the army. Edwin was thrown into a predictable flurry of indecision at first: he was worried about letting Gus loose in London, and worried about the expense. But Head dismissed the first of his anxieties, assuring him that the Slade was a highly reputable school, part of the University of London. And when Edwin realized that Gus could lodge with one of the hallelujah aunts, who now lived in Acton, and when he calculated that his son’s share of income from the family trust could cover the bulk of the school’s twenty-pound fees, the financial implications became less alarming. Perhaps what really moved him to say yes to the Slade was the enthusiasm he saw burning in Gus. He’d never known his son to be so focused or fierce, and eventually, with a grudging warning that he could go off and ‘be a Michelangelo’ if he liked, but must ‘first make his living’, Edwin finally gave his permission.15


Ungraciously, Gus chose to believe his father had only agreed to the Slade because he wanted to restore peace to the house. But, as soon as Edwin gave way to Gus, he had a second battle brewing with Gwen. She and Gus had always fantasized about becoming artists, even though, for Gwen, that fantasy had been hard to visualize, given the absence of women from most of the art books and magazines she read. She may even have begun to wonder if the only way a woman could paint or draw was to be like her mother and do it under cover of marriage. But then the possibility of the Slade had arisen, and as soon as Gus had been given permission to attend, as soon as Gwen realized that girls could enrol there, too, she was ready to use the full force of her will to fight for the same opportunity. Later, Gus would write, with wry admiration, ‘She wasn’t going to be left out of it.’16










Chapter Two


THE SLADE


‘We continue to produce geniuses, we turn them out every year’


Henry Tonks1


When Gus went down to London in the autumn of 1894, he was only sixteen, and very much a boy from the provinces. The scale of the city, its sulphurous, smoky air and rattling horse-drawn traffic were daunting to him, and his aunt’s Acton house seemed miles away from the Slade, which was in Gower Street, close to Euston Station. On the first morning of term, as Gus dressed himself in the stiff black suit that had been approved by his father, as he packed his bag with provisions for lunch, with a box of charcoal and sheets of papiers Ingres, he must surely have been anxious about navigating the long, unfamiliar journey in time for the start of classes at ten.


Everything was overwhelming that day: the size of the Slade behind huge iron gates, the uniformed beadle who was instructing new arrivals to sign the register. The Antiquities Room to which Gus was first directed was also like no classroom he had ever seen. Along the length of one wall were full-sized plaster casts – copies of classical and Renaissance sculptures – while heaped together dustily on shelves were small sculptural fragments – headless torsos, broken-off limbs. In the middle of the space was a semicircle of ‘donkeys’ – stubby wooden benches with easels attached – where the students would work that term. And more fabulous still to Gus’s apprehensive gaze were the students themselves who crowded into the room alongside him.


There were women among them – women who seemed infinitely more sophisticated than any girl he’d known in Tenby – and, among the men, there was one noisy group which appeared frighteningly experienced. They had apparently just spent the summer at a variety of Paris art academies and, comparing notes about the freedoms they’d enjoyed, were now protesting the rule at the Slade which required all pupils to spend a probationary period drawing in the Antiquities Room before being allowed to work with live models. As Gus listened, awed, to the hubbub, as he quietly seated himself astride the donkey he’d been assigned, his nervousness was very apparent to the young woman next to him. Ethel Hatch wrote later that Augustus John had looked unusually young, neat and conscientious that first morning, carefully unpacking his charcoal, pinning a sheet of paper to his easel and printing John in very large letters at the bottom.


All eyes had then turned to their drawing master, Henry Tonks, a tall, gaunt man, who’d appeared suddenly in the classroom and, with practised sarcasm, had quelled the entitled young men into silence. Tonks was famously strict, and famously fastidious in his methods. He’d formerly practised as a surgeon and told his students that, before they could consider themselves artists, they needed to acquire a fundamental knowledge of human anatomy – the bones, tendons and muscles beneath the skin. They could learn this from textbooks, but also, he pointed out, from the sculptures in the Antiquities Room. All were masterpieces of observation and execution, object lessons in proportion and form, and Tonks made it plain that when he tasked his students with copying these sculptures, he expected ‘clear straightforward drawings with beautiful lines’ – specifying further that he would have no patience with tricks of technique, that he particularly frowned on excessive use of smudging, cross-hatching and rubbing-out.2


The first task he set the class was to draw the Discobolus, the statue of a naked Greek discus thrower, his body torqued low in a graceful twist. A collective concentration descended, the silence broken only by the scratchings of charcoal and pencil, the occasional apologetic squeak of an India rubber – and by murmured comments from Tonks. These comments, the class soon learned, could be brutal, for there were no formal entry requirements at the Slade and Tonks considered it his duty to weed out the lazier, least gifted of his students. ‘Is that an insect?’ he lethally enquired of one hapless drawing; and he would give no quarter to any student who came to class with a blunt pencil or failed to realize they were ‘sitting in their own light.’3


Gus escaped the most scathing of Tonks’ abuse. His own drawing of the Discobolus, which he’d finished eagerly in under ten minutes, was judged ‘summary’ but accurate, and Tonks evidently saw in him a willing pupil.4  So unquestioningly did Gus follow Tonks’ instructions, so eager was he to unpick every bad ‘stumping’ habit, every precocious mannerism he’d brought with him from Tenby, that he was among the first batch of students deemed ready to graduate from plaster-cast antiquities to drawing from life.


The Life Room was almost a sacrosanct space at the Slade. It was lofty, filled with light from five high windows, and its semi-circles of donkeys were arranged around a central dais, on which the model of the day was posed. Junior students were only permitted one session per day, and when Gus first set foot in the room, he wondered if he would survive even that. Their model was a young Italian, and she was probably the first adult woman that Gus had seen naked. When he realized that he was permitted to study every detail of her breasts, her pubic hair, her thighs, the flush of her skin from the warmth of the stove, he became weak at the knees and his hands trembled so badly he could barely draw. Glancing around at his fellow students, he couldn’t understand how they appeared so calm.


As the school year advanced, the curriculum expanded to include formal lectures in perspective, anatomy and the history of art. Knowledge of the old masters was considered critical and the students were encouraged to spend an hour each day visiting one of London’s major art collections – the National Gallery, the Prints and Drawings Room at the British Museum or the eclectic treasures of the Soane. During that hour, they were told to focus on one picture, to copy it in pencil or paint, to absorb all they could from its composition, style and technique. According to the Slade’s professor, Fred Brown, any student who was having ‘difficulties’ with their work would be able to find the answer to their problem in the masters of the past.


Gus spent obedient hours in the galleries, but the abundance of art on the walls, the wealth of genius, was impossible to assimilate. He thought he should concentrate on one specific artist or school, but, lost between the luminous colours of Titian, the earthy physicality of Rembrandt, the quick-limbed grace of Watteau’s figures and the ‘voluptuous ghosts’ of his favourite Pre-Raphaelite painters, he didn’t know how to choose. Later, he would describe how he’d all but paralysed himself, ‘loading my mind with a confusion of ideas which a lifetime hardly provides time to sort out.’5


And painting, as a discipline, was to come much harder to Gus than drawing. It wasn’t only the question of how to paint, but what, and his tutor, Philip Wilson Steer, offered far fewer pointers than Tonks. A large, quiet man, who’d been influenced in his youth by the French impressionists, Steer was either too indecisive or too reticent to direct his students’ work. Rather than offering corrections, he preferred to silently rework parts of their canvas he considered weak. Gus admired Steer as a painter, he was fascinated by the ‘flickering and voluptuous touch’, the handling of light which he’d learned from the French, but he had no idea yet how to learn from him.


At first, there was no one to whom Gus could confide the thoughts and worries that churned in his head. He lacked the money and the courage to join the students who lunched together in cafes and drank in bars after school. A classmate of Gus’s, John Everett, remembered him then as ‘a very quiet boy, a great reader, a studious youth who avoided all the organised rags [and] was thought by some to be a “nonentity”.’6  Alone as he was, Gus spent much of his free time walking around London, the city and its people becoming his company and his entertainment.


He felt uneasy, at first, when he ventured too deep into the manicured streets of Belgravia but, wandering through the East End docks and the slums of Soho, he delighted in the variety of food vendors on the streets, in the beggars and prostitutes, the musicians on the corners, the foreigners who shouted in strange accents. His favourite activity on a Sunday was to join the crowd at Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park, where he could stand for hours, listening to the polemics of preachers and radicals, joining in with the jeers and applause. Very occasionally, if he skimped on food, Gus could afford an evening at the music hall – the Alhambra with its extravagant Moorish décor, the plush and gilt splendour of Sadler’s Wells, or the cockney cosiness of Wilton’s. And, for his first few months at the Slade, it was only in the bawdy intimacy of the music hall, the friendly dazzle of performers like Marie Lloyd, Harry Tate or Arthur Roberts and the raucous energy of the audience, that he could forget his abiding loneliness.


Then, sometime in his second or third term, Gus found a friend. Ambrose McEvoy was a long, skinny, short-sighted boy with a limp fringe of hair and an ardent enthusiasm for the art, aestheticism and dandified style of the American painter James McNeill Whistler. Gus admired McEvoy’s courage when he began sporting a replica of Whistler’s monocle and his own cheap version of Whistler’s dressy black suits; but he was even more drawn to the streak of poetic melancholy in Mc-Evoy’s character, a sensitivity which made him far more sympathetic than the bluster of some of their peers.


Once Gus had gained his confidence with McEvoy, he made two other friends – Benjamin Evans, who turned out to have suffered his own ‘frightful’ years at Clifton boarding school, and Michel Salaman, a small, handsome, red-headed young man who came from a huge, wealthy family and was generous with the allowance he received. They formed a little group, these boys. At weekends, they trekked together across London, going to distant art galleries in Dulwich or Hampton Court, pausing for mugs of tea and bread at the cabbies’ stands. In the evenings, they explored the sprawl of cheap restaurants around Euston, where, for the price of a beer, they could loiter for hours. They sketched the other drinkers, stared at the occasional group of frock-coated Russian anarchists, argued over the merits of painters and studied every page of the latest edition of The Yellow Book.


This new quarterly journal was a platform for dangerous ideas, for the continental aestheticism that promoted art for art’s sake. Its sinuous, often fantastically erotic cover designs, by the young Aubrey Beardsley, had been condemned by The Times as ‘repulsiveness and insolence’, and this, to Gus and his friends, made everything about The Yellow Book feel even more intoxicatingly adult.7


Under the magazine’s influence, they learned about paganism, bohemianism, vegetarianism, and were able to parrot the more outrageous witticisms of Oscar Wilde. Under its influence, too, Gus became less the earnest schoolboy, and by the end of the year he was making plans to leave his aunt in Acton and move to a lodging house in Montague Place, close to the school.


When Gus returned home for the holidays, his stories about London and the Slade were both enraging and inspiring to Gwen. She became quite brutal with Edwin when she tried to argue for her own right to attend, giving him no rest as she repeated over and over again all that Gus had reported about the school’s proper care of its female students and about the respectability of the girls in his class, some so elegantly proper they were driven to and from the Slade by carriage and were attended by servants.


Despite all of Gwen’s arguments and Gus’s reassurances, the idea of sending a daughter off to art school still seemed a fearsome proposition to Edwin; until now, he’d only ever worried about how he was going to get Gwen married. Yet, if he refused his permission, he quailed at the rows which would follow, and, as with Gus the previous year, his longing for peace overcame his apprehensions. He told Gwen she could go to the Slade on the strict condition that she lodged in a place where her movements could be properly monitored. Since the aunt’s house in Acton was apparently unavailable, they found an alternative in ‘Miss Philpot’s Education Establishment’, an institution in Bayswater which was something between a finishing school and a boarding house. It was, for them both, an ideal compromise; for while Edwin could comfort himself with the belief that he’d acted responsibly, Gwen knew perfectly well that, once she’d made her escape to London, she could do as she pleased.


Even so, as Gwen prepared for her first term at the Slade, she was very apprehensive. She’d never lived away from home, never attended a proper school, never even had a formal drawing lesson. And, relieved though she might have been that Gus had helped pave her way, she minded that he’d had a full year to establish himself at the Slade, that he’d already commandeered the family name for his artist’s signature and that she would struggle to make herself known as anything more than his smaller, quieter sister, as anything more than the ‘other’ John.


According to the observant Ethel Hatch, who’d been quick to notice Gus at the start of the previous year, Gwen had seemed almost invisible when she first arrived – ‘very fragile-looking and very quiet in her manners’.8  Even now that she was fully grown, Gwen was barely five foot tall, she had tiny hands and feet, delicate features, and her slightly accented voice was so soft as to be sometimes inaudible. When she walked through the corridors or sat in class, she was careful not to draw attention to herself, finding it even more impossible than Gus had to imagine she could be on sufficiently intimate terms with her fellow pupils to consider some of them her friends.


Yet solitude had never frightened Gwen and, because her days were so rich in discoveries – about anatomy, composition, line, colour and light – she didn’t mind being alone. She was assiduous in filling her neatly ruled exercise books with notes from lectures, with lists of important painters; she made a meticulous study of her anatomy book, noting down all the recommended proportions of limbs to body; and, even though she lacked her brother’s precocious facility, an early copy she made of a Raphael nude was very beautiful in its clear delineation of muscle and physical heft.


For Gwen, the Slade was a cathedral of learning and it didn’t occur to her, at first, to question her place in it. When she was allowed to graduate from the Antiquities Room into life drawing class, she didn’t challenge the fact that she and her female peers were taught in a separate, rather inferior room from the men and were also barred from drawing fully naked bodies – their models discreetly draped with cloth below the waist.


Many of the teachers believed that this was the only form of segregation enforced at the school and that no other distinctions were made. Tonks always insisted that his battery of sarcasm as well as his grudging crumbs of praise were distributed equally between the sexes. Yet it was not the case, for Tonks also conceded that his expectations of women were lower. ‘They improve rapidly from sixteen to twenty-one’, he claimed, ‘but then the genius that you have discovered goes off and they begin to take marriage seriously’.9  Apparently, it didn’t occur to him that this disappointing failure of ambition on the part of his female students might stem from the meagre opportunities they saw available to them. The professional art world was still a very male preserve, so male that when Tonks chose to compliment the work of one newly arrived pupil, by observing that she had the makings of ‘a second Burne-Jones’, he was completely unconscious of the implications of his remark. So unexpected was the spirit with which this fourteen-year-old girl then replied that she would ‘rather be known as the first Edna Waugh’, her comment became enshrined in the folklore of the school. Certainly, Edna’s ambition for herself ran counter to the more orthodox views at the Slade, which were espoused by one of its teaching assistants, Miss Elder. To the girls in her care, Miss Elder was always keen to encourage a proper modesty of expectation, warning them that, while they might excel in the ‘feminine grace and beauty [of] drawing’, they could never aspire to the ‘greater creative more imaginative force’ of men.10


There was a difference between the sexes, Miss Elder said, which explained why there had ‘never been any very great woman painter’, and to the female students at the Slade there seemed little evidence to contradict her, either in the books they read or the art they studied in galleries. Sometimes they found themselves being hustled by officious attendants, who claimed that unaccompanied females were not welcome. If they wanted to sketch people or street scenes in London, they had none of the unquestioning freedom which Gus and his friends enjoyed. A young woman walking on her own would always face the risk of physical attack or the shame of being mistaken for a prostitute.


One of the angrier women in Gwen’s class boldly swore that being a girl was ‘an awful curse’, yet there was little they could do but band together, eating their lunch in the safety of a nearby department store, gathering at each other’s rooms.11  Gwen saw groups of these women around the school – arm in arm, chattering intimately with each other – and at first they seemed completely inaccessible. But, sometime in the middle of her first year, she mustered the courage to move out of Miss Philpot’s to a cheap boarding house just minutes away from the Slade. And now that she was able to spend more time around the school, she was also becoming more noticeable.


Years later, Edna remembered her first impressions of Gwen as a rather ‘odd’ person ‘wandering about’. Her curiosity, she recalled, had been so piqued that she’d approached Gwen to suggest they might lunch together in a cafe, and when Gwen bluntly replied she had very little money, so ‘had better go without’, Edna insisted on paying for them both. The matter-of-factness with which Gwen agreed to this treat, and the naive delight she took in it, were both very touching to Edna. ‘[Gwen] thought it marvellous to sit down and have food brought to her, a luxury to have an egg and coffee served.’12


Yet for Gwen herself the true marvel was finding herself no longer alone. Edna, as sympathetic as she was talented, was undeterred by Gwen’s shyness and over lunch she patiently coaxed her into conversation and gave her the confidence to share some of her most private and passionately held thoughts. Edna was generous too, and during the weeks that followed she gradually introduced Gwen into her own circle of friends, so that tentatively, even a little painfully, Gwen was drawn into a more sociable world.


They were a gifted, ambitious group, her new companions at the Slade. Ursula Tyrwhitt was a small, sharp woman, a little older than the others, with a wry humour and a flair for style; Gwen Salmond was very sure of herself in calling out the injustices of the art world; and at the heart of the circle was Ida Nettleship, who seemed quite fabulously fortunate to Gwen in having grown up in a family where artists, writers, even actors were counted as friends.


Ida’s father, Jack, was a painter who had been close to the Pre-Raphaelites; her mother, Ada, ran a dressmaking business, counting the wife of Oscar Wilde and the actress Ellen Terry among her clientele. Ida, despite the beautiful dresses her mother sewed, was also a tomboy romantic, a ‘wild spirit’ according to her friends. When Ida went with two of them on a painting holiday to Aldeburgh it was she who insisted they all bathe naked in the sea, that they walk through the night in high winds, returning to their lodgings with soaking skirts just before dawn. It was she, too, who gave the most fervent expression to their collective determination to become as free and focused in their art as any man. ‘Above all things I desire a studio and an ability to paint for myself’, Ida wrote to Edna one Christmas holiday. ‘I want to paint people – portraits. Oh I want real things – I know I can get them and I will.’13


Gwen had never imagined such friends as these. They shared her craving for swooping, remarkable experiences, they were passionate about their work and, even when classes were over, they would meet for informal drawing sessions, taking it in turns to model for each other. One surviving sketch of Edna’s, showing Gwen deep in thought, was a celebration of their seriousness, yet these sketching sessions were also sweetly sociable occasions, when the women trimmed hats, talked about clothes, gossiped about boys and marriage.


They taught Gwen to love her new friends for their frivolities as well as their earnestness, although even now, there were moments when she floundered in the effort to express herself. The temporizing ‘oh dear’ with which her sentences tailed away became a fond joke among the other women. Gwen was physically shy, too, about giving and receiving the casual caresses and tokens of affection that were habitual to the group. When Gus made a drawing of her together with Ida and Ursula, he placed her on the very edge of the paper, her hat clasped in her hand as if she were not quite a part of the others’ intimacy.


But that drawing was still a little way in the future, for Gus was still overawed by ‘the talented ornamental’ girls at the Slade. With the men, however, he was gaining tremendously in confidence, developing the kind of friendships he’d known with his old Tenby gang. He was joining in the student pranks and ragging; when he went to a night at the music hall, he shared a ‘shilling box’ with friends, from which he would raucously bellow out the words of the performers’ songs. His work, too, was becoming assured. Already skilled at catching a likeness, Gus was starting to get at something quick, alive and true in his subjects. His sketchbooks were filling with lyrical studies of people, guitars, animals, hands and feet, any small detail that caught his eye. A male nude that has survived from around this time appears to have been drawn in one fluid, vigorous line, and Gus’s progress was marked not only with two second-year certificates, in drawing and advanced antique drawing, but with a scholarship that added a princely thirty-five pounds to his annual income, the equivalent of about £35,000 today.


With his painting, though, Gus had yet to find his way. He’d learned to imitate with panache (in 1897, his homage to Watteau would be awarded ‘Best Copy of an Old Master’), but he had little faith in his own ideas and was uncertain where to look for inspiration. Unlike McEvoy and Evans, with their committed allegiances, he was still swerving between Titian, Reynolds, Gainsborough and Goya, and was even more unsure about his taste in more contemporary art. He’d seen reproductions of the leading French impressionists and had puzzled over their radical techniques for capturing texture and light, their representation of the fleeting moment of the artist’s perception. Yet Tonks, whom Gus revered, was inclined to warn against their influence, believing his students should master his own strict principles of accuracy before deviating into a more subjective way of seeing and painting.


Tonks was especially cautious about Whistler, one of the most radical of the impressionists’ followers, who had divided the British art establishment with his claim that painting should reach beyond representation to a state of pure emotion. There ‘are no short cuts to poetry,’ Tonks warned, yet his reservations only added to the thrill of Whistler’s notoriety. When the painter paid a visit to the Slade, wickedly dapper, genially grand, Gus remembered that ‘an electric shock seemed to galvanise the class’.14


None of this helped Gus to settle on the school of art he should follow. Gwen, however, had already chosen the seventeenth-century Dutch masters as her principal models. She liked their quiet domestic interiors, their images of women, and when she painted a copy of Gabriel Metsu’s 1650 painting, A Woman Seated at a Table and a Man Tuning a Violin, she made very specific changes to the original, transforming the man into a shadowy anonymous presence, focusing both the light and the emotional drama on the woman.


Gwen, in her second year, was gaining a steady authority in her painting. A sketch, drawn by her fellow student Elinor Monsell, showed her standing erect at her easel, her hair escaping from its habitual bun, her palette crooked over her arm, her expression intently absorbed. Another student’s sketch showed her in the same position, with the Slade professor Fred Brown apparently observing and correcting her work. From the lift of her chin and the narrowing of her gaze, it was apparent that, while Gwen might have been interested in Brown’s comments, she was not inclined to be cowed by them.


By the time Gwen reached her third and final year, she was sure enough of her own direction to progress beyond her Dutch masters, and the portrait she painted of the elderly woman who cleaned her lodgings was quite different from anything she’d previously attempted. Gwen had grown fond of Mrs Atkinson – so much so that she used to kiss her in greeting, a breach of social class that was still unusual for the time – and she painted her affection for the charlady into the detail of her portrait: the stubbiness of Mrs Atkinson’s work-worn hands; the thin, wry set of her mouth; the modest vanity of her fur-trimmed tippet and hat; and the rheumy tiredness of her eyes.


Yet Gwen had also attempted something more remarkable than a straightforward likeness. She’d positioned Mrs Atkinson at the very forefront of the painting and had heightened the garish orange wallpaper behind her so that the figure of the charlady, dressed in deepest black, seemed almost superimposed against the background brightness. The strangeness of the composition was boldly discordant, almost precociously modern, and, three decades later, the critic Mary Chamot would compare it to the work of Édouard Vuillard, the radical French interioriste, claiming no one else could have painted the same image ‘so sensitively, getting beauty out of its very drabness, and breadth combined with minuteness.’15


The room where Gwen painted that portrait was at 21 Fitzroy Street, the boarding house just south of Euston in which she lived for her final year. Gus had moved there too and, for both of them, it was the richest of all their time at the Slade. The house itself had formerly been a brothel, and, in every way, it was as far from Victoria Street as the Johns could have hoped. Rents were low in the neighbourhood and it was popular with artists, students and foreigners; the pubs and restaurants were cheap; the streets were busy with organ grinders and food vendors; and, above all, the two Johns had the luck of an extravagantly eccentric landlady.


Mrs Aurelia Everett was the mother of Gus’s classmate, John Everett. Stoutly booted and never without her Salvation Army hymn book, she had enrolled herself as a mature student at the Slade, where she’d become something of a legend. Tonks, infuriated by her habit of singing hymns in his class, and even more so by the quality of her work – which he said looked like ‘a gorilla drawn by a savage’ – had relegated her to the basement.16  But the students adored her, and Gwen and Gus were part of the group who’d been lured to her Sunday afternoon prayer meetings with the promise of free bread and jam. They had also been offered cheap rooms in her boarding house, where, despite her religious convictions, Mrs Everett proved to be astonishingly tolerant of them receiving visits from both male and female friends.


This was exceptional in their experience. Even at the Slade, men and women were discouraged from talking to each other – if Fred Brown, patrolling the corridors, saw any couple whispering together, he would bark that he was not in the business of running a matrimonial agency. So habitual had this distancing become to the Johns that, the previous summer, when Gus had invited Michel Salaman to Tenby for a week, the two men had played cards alone, while Gwen retreated into awkward giggles with Winnie.


At Mrs Everett’s, everything was different, and, that year, 21 Fitzroy Street was the place to be. William Orpen, newly arrived from Dublin, was willing to lodge in its basement – dankly cold, with a crude earth floor – simply to be part of it. As the young people mixed together, they grew easy in each other’s company; they talked and drew, they smoked cigarettes. Romantic theories of life were entertained; there was a brief fad for vegetarianism; a fancy-dress party was held at which Gwen wore a Spanish costume and the diamonds she’d inherited from her mother. Led by Gus, they went to meetings of the local anarchist group, where they heard the celebrated ‘Red Virgin’, now very old, reminiscing of her days behind the barricades of the Paris Commune.


Gus was the instigator of most things. In May 1898, when Mrs Everett organized a picnic for the students, Ethel Hatch observed that he was now the centre of everyone’s attention, whether he was chasing ‘a red-haired girl through the trees’ or performing a comic double act with William Orpen on the train home – the two of them ‘standing up in the carriage, singing all the latest songs from Paris, with a great deal of action’.17  In a photograph taken of the picnickers on their drive back to the station, Gus also stood out. While the other men were wearing boaters and blazers, he was sporting a shabby workman’s jacket, with a new, thickly curling beard. And while the rest of the party were jammed into a farmer’s cart, he was sitting jauntily astride one of the horses that pulled it, sharing his ride with Orpen, who was seated at his back, and Gwen, who was squeezed in at his front.


There were times when Gus worried that his sister was still too solitary, too dedicated to her studies, and in the drawings he made of her, her expression was always grave. Yet those drawings also captured her newly confident appearance, the delicate receding curves of her profile contrasting with the thick weight of her swept-back hair and with the girlish vanity of her favourite, elaborately ruffled blouse.


Quiet though Gwen often was, she’d also become unrecognizable from the eighteen-year-old girl who’d slipped so invisibly through her first months at the Slade – so much quicker to laugh, to show herself off in her mother’s diamonds or in an elegantly trimmed hat. Living with Gus at Fitzroy Street, she was also much less touchy about being his sister. There was a cachet, they both discovered, in their being siblings, in their sharing of the same mysterious, motherless Welsh background, in their being artists from the same family. The two of them had never been so close, and it made them additionally lovable to their friends. When it was time for their group to graduate, in the summer of 1898, Ida Nettleship confessed to Edna Waugh how much she would miss them. ‘These Johns you know have a hold that never ceases – and the ache is always there in place of them when absent.’18


Despite their closeness, despite the drawings Gus made of Gwen, the only surviving image that Gwen did of her brother was in Portrait Group, a watercolour, which she painted that year. Gus was one of the four young people crowded together in a room at Fitzroy Street: a group which featured Edna’s sister Rosa, showing a few inches of striped stocking beneath her roguishly lifted skirt; a second young woman who was seated at a desk; and Michel Salaman just behind. Gus himself was perched against the mantelpiece, as though surveying the scene, while glimpsed through the window were two other figures – possibly Gwen herself and Ambrose McEvoy – talking on the pavement outside.


As a painting, Portrait Group was awkwardly composed, the figures too large for the space; yet it concentrated all the energetic student life in that room. It was the opposite of the haunted emptiness in Gwen’s earlier group painting Tenby with Figures, and it was significant, too, because the second young woman in the painting was Winnie, who’d just taken a room in the house.


Winnie had been just as determined as the others to leave home and had worked on Edwin until he’d agreed to her continuing her music studies in London. He may have made his permission conditional on Winnie staying with her two older siblings, knowing little, of course, about the kind of life they led. In a sketch Gus drew of Winnie, shortly after her arrival, she lay sprawled on a daybed – her hair piled high, her dress an almost wanton tumble of ruffles and flounces.


Gwen drew her sister, too – studies for an oil portrait in which Winnie was dressed for the street in a jauntily angled hat and cherry-pink scarf, an open book on the table in front of her. She appeared a little flushed, but her gaze was quizzical, alert, and she was very much the sweet, practical sister who’d been both friend and support to Gwen in Tenby. And, when life at Fitzroy Street became too exciting, too intense for them all, Gwen was sometimes very glad of Winnie’s presence.


Meeting as they did without parents or chaperones, the friends who gathered around Fitzroy Street inevitably became dizzied and disturbed by love. Gus was among the first, jolted from his schoolboy terror of women by the beauty of Ursula Tyrwhitt’s appearance when she arrived at the Slade’s summer party in June 1897. That had been just prior to his move into Fitzroy Street, and, throughout the long school holidays, Gus had courted Ursula by letter, writing mistily poetic screeds in which he’d compared her loveliness to ‘the dawn which [makes] the stars turn pale and flee’, and sending effusive thanks for her replies, which ‘smelled of violets’ and made his heart ‘beat faster’.19  He begged permission to walk his ‘angel’ home when they met the following term. However, once Gus began meeting Ursula in the rackety freedom of Fitzroy Street, he was emboldened to hope for more. So rapidly had their intimacy advanced that Ursula’s father – a vicar, who’d always been suspicious of the Slade and had allowed his daughter only one year of formal tuition – thought it wise to send her away to Paris.


There had been no sex. If Gus, at the age of nineteen, could fantasize torridly about making love to Ursula, he was almost certainly still a virgin, and too poor to follow the example of the few experienced men he knew who used prostitutes or made liaisons with female models.* He also knew that Ursula herself would hardly allow him access to her body unless they were married. Love outside of marriage was dangerous; and even Ida Nettleship, with her fierce desire for liberty, had yielded to convention when, drifting into a romance with Clement Salaman (the brother of Michel and of her close friend Louise), she’d accepted Clement’s proposal. When she’d subsequently realized that the engagement was all wrong for her, it had taken all of Ida’s courage to extricate herself.


Edna Waugh had been unable to muster such clarity when she accepted the proposal of her own suitor, William Clarke Hall. Willie was a close friend of her parents, a brilliant man who would eventually be knighted for his work in juvenile law, and Edna, who’d known him since she was thirteen, admired him very much. But Willie was twelve years her senior and it was partly her sense of being obligated to him and to the flattering ardour of his courtship that had made her, in the spring of 1896, agree to an informal engagement.


As soon as she’d done so, she was riven with doubt. She was afraid she might not love Willie enough and afraid that marriage to him might stand in the way of her having a career. While Willie was proud of Edna’s talent and had encouraged her parents to send her to the Slade, he had conventional views on what he thought a wife should paint. He certainly would not want Edna to continue in the vein of the prize-winning watercolour The Rape of the Sabines, which she painted the following year.* It was an extreme, even transgressive subject for a seventeen-year-old girl, and Edna had actually used herself as a model for each of its figures, confessing to her diary how she’d stood in front of her bedroom mirror and systematically assumed ‘the awful positions of being raped’.20


As Edna agonized over Willie, unable to commit to a wedding date, it was Ida who urged her to ‘look things in the face and be a man’, and to remember ‘there are many things to learn, many things to think of before one thinks of marrying’.21  Gwen apparently had no advice to offer. Her own hard-won independence was too precious for her to imagine trading it in for marriage, and, in any case, she wasn’t even sure she could love a man. Women seemed so much more beautiful and complete to her. ‘We are more than intellectual and animal beings. We are spiritual also’, she later wrote; and, when she first fell in love at the Slade, it was with another female student.22


Years later, Gus would refer to the object of Gwen’s passion as ‘Elinor’ (the quotation marks were his), and she was possibly the Elinor Monsell who’d drawn Gwen at her easel.* Even in the mid-twentieth century, however, Gus would be wary of defining the exact nature of the relationship – avoiding terms like ‘lesbian’ or the more acceptable ‘sapphic’ – and would only describe how entirely it had consumed Gwen. ‘Her passions for both men and women were outrageous and irrational,’ Gus wrote. ‘She was capable of a degree of exaltation combined with ruthlessness which like a pointed pistol compelled surrender.’23  When Gwen discovered that ‘Elinor’ was also seeing a married man, she was so ravaged by hurt and disgust, she threatened to kill herself. ‘The atmosphere in the flat became almost unbearable with its frightful tensions, its terrifying excursions and alarms,’ Gus recorded, and at one point Ambrose McEvoy rushed in to tell him that Gwen had gone mad.24  Finally, Gus decided it was his duty to confront Elinor’s admirer and demand his retreat. But there could be no reconciliation for Gwen. She was as intransigent, as idealistic in love as she was in her dedication to art, and Elinor would be the first of several – women and men – who would bewilder and break Gwen’s heart when they failed to live up to her exacting expectations.


During that formative year at Fitzroy Street, Gwen had discovered much about herself, but it was Gus who’d undergone the most radical alteration, and that change had been a consequence not only of his sudden passion for Ursula, but of a near fatal accident he’d suffered just before the start of the autumn term and just before the era of Fitzroy Street had even begun.


He’d grown hideously impatient with life in Tenby. Even though he’d gone camping in Ireland with McEvoy and Evans, tagging along with a group of tinkers who’d taught them to snare rabbits and cook them over a fire, the rest of the summer had passed drearily. Gus was missing Ursula, dreaming of their last encounter at the Slade, and his father’s house in Victoria Street felt more claustrophobic than ever.


One afternoon, he was killing time on Tenby beach with Gwen, Winnie and Irene Mackenzie, when he decided to go diving from the rocks at Giltar Point. He’d dived there countless times before and thought he knew every inch of the water, but he failed to notice a submerged rock that was masked by seaweed. ‘The universe seemed to explode’ he wrote later as his head smashed against that rock and he believed it was only the coldness of the water that saved him from losing consciousness.25  With blood pumping from his wound, a flap of lacerated skin hanging over one eye, Gus managed to swim to the shore, wrap a towel around his head and limp his way back to the girls.


With Edwin’s help, they managed to get him home, where he finally passed out. Gus was lucky, preposterously lucky, writing to Ursula that the doctor who’d come to stich up his wound had said it would almost certainly have been fatal had he not had such an ‘uncommonly thick skull’. Confidently, he assured Ursula, ‘I am healing like a dog’, but his convalescence would take another few weeks and, once Gwen had returned to London, Gus was left in the tedious company of his father with nothing to do but write letters to his friends, draw fantastical cartoons of himself and annoy Edwin by growing a beard.


He’d also taken to wearing a velvet smoking cap of Edwin’s to cover his still-livid scar, and, when he was finally allowed back to the Slade, the smoking cap came with him. Combined with his beard and the drama of his accident, it gave him a dashing, disreputable air, which, Gus later wrote, felt like a far truer version of his ‘own unadulterated self’.26  And, caught up in the chameleon thrill of changing his image, he became progressively bolder, throwing out his suits and stiff white collars and replacing them with a labourer’s jacket, a black silk scarf and a silver brooch. He left his shoes unpolished to a precise degree of provocation, let his hair grow long and bought himself a pair of gold gypsy earrings. And, if this new version of Gus was rather stunning to his friends, if it would make him stand out in the photograph of their picnic the following summer, it also made him shockingly visible on the streets of Victorian London. Gangs of children would now walk behind him, shouting, ‘Get your ’air cut, mister!’ And Gus would enjoy himself hugely by snarling back at them, ‘Get your throats cut!’


Clothes can work transformations, especially for the young. Gus, who’d already shed much of his schoolboy shyness, now felt liberated to a near excess of confidence. He emerged as the natural leader of the Fitzroy Street group, his jokes, his opinions and his recklessness becoming the talk of all their friends. Edna Waugh, at the age of ninety-five, could still recall how she’d watched ‘in horrified silence and suspense’ as Gus, having forgotten his key to Fitzroy Street, climbed in through a top-floor window, going ‘straight up the face of the house using the crevices between the flat stones as hand-hold and foot-hold’.27


After Gus became famous, and his life became the subject of gossip and invention, it was said that the alteration in his dress and his personality had been accompanied by a comparable change in his art – that Augustus John had ‘dived into the sea and come out a genius.’ According to John Everett, ‘he started doing brilliant drawings, fellows used to watch him draw’; and Tonks became almost embarrassingly effusive, predicting to the class that Mr John was likely to become ‘the greatest draughtsman since Michaelangelo’. The praise made Gus awkward. ‘I can’t agree with you’, he demurred, but Steer also thought he showed the promise of ‘genius’ and, when the celebrated John Singer Sargent came to visit the Slade, he pronounced Gus’s drawing to be ‘beyond’ anything that had been achieved since the Italian renaissance.28


Gus would always challenge the myth of his own transfiguration. There were other exceptional students in his year – Edna Waugh, William Orpen and the recently arrived Spencer Gore – and Gus, very conscious of having to fight for his place among them, was still plagued by his own ‘wool-gathering’ doubts.


Yet there was a difference in him that year, as though his frustrating convalescence had accelerated his drive for work, had sharpened his hunger for life and for love. After Ursula had been dispatched to Paris by her nervous father, Gus had thought he would wait faithfully for her return. Within less than a month, however, he’d recovered from his heartbreak and pledged himself, ardently, to Ida Nettleship.


Ida, with her olive skin, her dark shock of hair, her full mouth and lovely curves, had always seemed to Gus the most beautiful of the girls at the Slade. But in the spring and summer of 1897 he’d temporarily lost sight of her when she’d gone travelling to Florence in the wake of her broken engagement.


For Ida herself, that period had been intoxicating. She’d learned Italian, she’d studied the paintings in the Uffizi and Pitti galleries, she’d been admired by a succession of young men and had learned how to blow ‘seven perfect smoke rings’ with Italian cigarettes. Every morning, she’d woken to the view of red-tiled rooftops against a clear blue sky, to mules plodding past her pensione windows, and never had her world felt so alive. ‘I simply gasp things in now’, she wrote to her mother, ‘in my effort to live as much as possible’.29


That autumn, when Ida returned to the Slade, she looked even more magnificent to Gus – but, while she had formerly seemed unattainable, he now had the confidence to start courting her. He invited her to join him on walks around London, on visits to galleries, he sat talking with her for hours; and for Ida this new Gus, with his gypsy flourish, his exhilarating energy, was exactly the kind of unfettered spirit, the kindred artist, she’d always dreamed of loving. She was stirred by his passions, his jokes made her weep with laughter, his ideas about life promised infinite possibilities. There was a game that she and her sisters had played since childhood, which they called, ‘What do you like doing best in the world?’ These days, Ida’s only whispered contribution was, ‘going to a picture gallery with Gus John’.30


Soon, they were spending all their free time together. Gus was ecstatic in the knowledge that his feelings for Ida were reciprocated, and he longed for their cautious kisses to progress towards the rapture he believed their love deserved. But Ida’s body was no more available to him than Ursula’s had been. As a girl she’d been profoundly religious, and she still regarded sex as something holy. However fervently she might yearn to be with Gus – as his lover, his soul mate, his fellow artist – she would only do so as his wife.


For Gus, however, marriage was a remote, even impossible idea. He had no money with which to support Ida or any children they might have, and, in any case, he’d been taught by his new anarchist friends to believe that marriage was a bourgeois institution, a conspiracy to trap the unwary. His beloved Whitman had written that a man’s only truth lay in ‘freedom and the open road’, and Gus, who had yet to turn twenty, thought he had plenty of road still to travel.


Even if he’d been more inclined towards matrimony, it was made clear to Gus, on meeting Ida’s mother, that he was far from acceptable as a future husband. Ada Nettleship was a remarkable woman, turning serious profits from the dressmaking business she ran from the family home in Wigmore Street. But she was also a traditional mother. Her own husband, Jack, had never fulfilled his early promise as an artist, had been reduced to selling his highly coloured animal paintings to magazines like The Boy’s Own Paper. While the Nettleships were far from poor, it was Ada who’d been left to worry about maintaining the family income, and she had long ago vowed that none of her daughters should suffer the same financial insecurity. When Ida had first brought Gus to Wigmore Street, his scruffy clothes and unkempt air had been an embodiment of all that Ada least wanted for her girls. And Gus himself had done little to dispel that impression. He had been intimidated by Ada’s large, scrutinizing bombazined presence, had felt tongue-tied and awkward, and had known that his new gypsy clothes looked ridiculous in the family drawing room. Ida’s father had restricted his own reservations about Gus to a mild-mannered dismay at the unpolished state of his shoes – ‘it’s so bad for the leather.’31  Ada, though, had been overtly hostile and her manner left Gus in no doubt that she would fight against any claim he might make for Ida.


Love, without a future, was hard to sustain. For Ida’s sake, Gus continued to brave the Nettleships’ drawing room; he continued to believe she was the most interesting and beautiful woman he knew. But Ada’s disapproval and his own enforced chastity took their toll and the girl he was later seen chasing at Mrs Everett’s summer picnic was one of several with whom he’d begun to flirt. At the end of the school year, when the Fitzroy Street household was dismantled and the students were dispersing, Gus made no plans for how he and Ida might see each other again. What mattered most to him now was setting the course of his own independent adult life.


There were times during the summer when, back with his father and the grinding predictability of Tenby, Gus could hardly believe that such a life would be possible. Early in the autumn, however, he went with Evans and McEvoy to a Rembrandt exhibition in Amsterdam and all his buoyancy was restored. Gus had never been abroad before – simply to catch the boat to Rotterdam, to find a cheap lodging house in Amsterdam, to dine off herrings and schnapps every day was an adventure. Then, the exhibition itself was a revelation. Four hundred paintings, drawings and etchings were hanging in the Stedelijk Museum, and Gus felt he had never before understood the essence of Rembrandt, never appreciated his genius for illuminating the ordinariness and the humanity of his subjects. ‘The scales of aesthetic romanticism fell from my eyes,’ Gus wrote, and after his anxious years of wavering between Titian, Watteau and the Pre-Raphaelites and the Mannerists, he vowed he would take ‘the Dutchman’ as his future model and master.32


Fired by the inspiration and the absolute freedom of being abroad, Gus also decided that this was his chance to get shot of his virginity. Rather than returning home with Evans and McEvoy, he made a separate detour through Belgium, where he planned to seek out a prostitute or two. The one he found in Brussels was older than he’d visualized in his fantasies, but she must have been generous; afterwards, when Gus boasted of his adventure, he admitted he had ‘blushed’ for his naivety in imagining that only ‘the young wenches’ could pleasure a man so well. His second encounter, in Antwerp, felt more transactional: the woman’s ‘white-haired bundle of a mother’ was sleeping in an adjoining bedroom, and Gus was aware of the cheapness of the prostitute’s boots and the ‘tint of azure under her eyes’. He wondered how Rembrandt would have painted her. Yet, if these first experiences had fallen short of the rapture he’d imagined with Ida, he felt liberated by them, and grateful: ‘You will shrug your shoulders when hearing of my aberrations,’ he wrote to his friends, ‘but I feel more competent for them, and that is the main thing.’33  He’d become a man, and, now that this essential hurdle had been cleared, Gus felt more equal to the challenge of making himself an artist.
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