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Dramatis Personae

Ashton, Frederick: influential ballet dancer, choreographer and founding Choreographer of the Royal Ballet; developed a distinctive ‘English’ style bringing British ballet to the fore.

Banting, John: surrealist artist, and designer.

Burra, Edward: painter, draughtsman, designer and printmaker; favoured subjects depicting low-life; travelled widely despite poor health.

Chappell, William ‘Billy’: ballet dancer, designer and director, primarily for Frederick Ashton and Ninette de Valois. After World War Two he directed for ballet and theatre.

Cook, Beryl: artist who came to prominence in the 1970s, known for her affectionate and humorous paintings of people.

Cunard, Nancy: poet, publisher and civil rights activist; also known for her dramatic sense of style.

Daniels, Jimmie: Harlem Renaissance cabaret singer and nightclub host; worked in London in the 1930s.

Dawson, Beatrice ‘Bumble’: a talented artist, Bumble went on to become an Academy Award and BAFTA nominee for her work as a costume designer, dressing such iconic figures as Marilyn Monroe and Ava Gardner.

Dove, Geoffrey: former athlete with a degree in Geology, Dove retrained, becoming a popular London GP. He pioneered the early use of computers in General Practice.

Garnett, David ‘Bunny’: award-winning writer, editor and publisher, Garnett was a prominent member of the Bloomsbury Group and a self-declared ‘libertine’.

Hahn, Emily ‘Mickey’: American journalist and writer, she wrote for the New Yorker for more than sixty years and was the author of fifty-four books. Widely travelled, she crossed Central Africa alone in the 1930s.

Harmsworth, Madeleine: journalist and friend of Barbara Ker-Seymer and Barbara Roett.

Highsmith, Patricia: American novelist and short-story writer renowned for her psychological thrillers.

Lambert, Constant: composer and conductor, musical director of the Vic-Wells ballet (later the Royal Ballet), where he worked closely with Frederick Ashton.

Lehmann, Rosamond: acclaimed novelist and translator.

Lye, Len: New Zealand artist, film-maker, animator and sculptor. Lye moved to London in 1926 where he began making experimental films, leading to work for the GPO Film Unit. After moving to the US he worked primarily as a kinetic sculptor.

Mann, Marty: American writer and journalist who later founded the National Committee for Education on Alcoholism in the USA.

Morrison, Allan: American journalist, jazz and classical music authority, and civil rights activist; editor of Ebony, the African American cultural magazine.

Nash, Paul: surrealist painter, war artist and critic. He taught briefly at the RCA and championed fledgling artists (across the arts) including Burra, Chappell and Ker-Seymer.

Partridge, Ralph: Bloomsbury Group member, known primarily for his relationships with Dora Carrington and Lytton Strachey, and for being the husband of the diarist, Frances Partridge.

Pease, Humphrey: artist, Mass Observer and pacifist, Pease was a keen lepidopterist and ornithologist.

Philipps, Wogan: communist and aspiring artist. On inheriting his father’s title, becoming 2nd Baron Milford, he was the only member of the Communist Party of Great Britain to sit in the House of Lords; his maiden speech called for the abolition of the House of Lords.

Powell, Anthony: novelist and diarist, best known for his multi-volume tour de force, A Dance to the Music of Time.

Pritchard, (later de Nagy, Pertinez), Clover: art school friend of Ker-Seymer, she later moved to Spain where she worked as an editor, writer and translator.

Rees, Goronwy: Welsh writer, journalist, academic and putative spy.

Rhodes, John: Cambridge-educated, served in the Intelligence Corps in World War Two, later becoming a successful businessman based in the US.

Roett, Barbara: sculptor and carpenter; born in New York, raised by her mother in Guyana, before coming to the UK where she studied at the Royal College of Art.

Saddler, Donald: award-winning American dancer, choreographer and theatre director, worked on Broadway, in the West End of London and for the cinema.

Spencer, Peter, 2nd Viscount Churchill: actor, playwright and journalist; a socialist, he established the Spanish Medical Aid Committee which sent medical supplies to Spain during the Civil War.

Spender, Humphrey: photographer, photojournalist and artist; ‘Lensman’ for the Daily Mirror and a Mass Observation photographer; later worked for Picture Post and taught textile design at the Royal College of Art.

Strachey, Julia: writer and niece of Bloomsbury’s Lytton Strachey; was briefly Ker-Seymer’s studio assistant.

Tomlin, Stephen ‘Tommy’: British sculptor known for his ‘heads’ of Bloomsbury luminaries.

Wilde, Dorothy ‘Dolly’: socialite and witty conversationalist, niece of Oscar Wilde, whom she closely resembled.

Wyndham, Olivia: society photographer and ‘Bright Young Thing’; hailed from a wealthy and privileged background; employed Ker-Seymer as her assistant before moving to New York.





I thank everyone who has ever saved a scrap of handwriting, an old love letter, or a fragment of photograph from the half-forgotten life of an unusual woman in the hope that it might be important; in the hope that she might be important.

JOAN SCHENKAR, Truly Wilde

The photograph implies the photographer.

LAURA CUMMING, On Chapel Sands

It is – or was – the photographer’s ideal: to be highly regarded – literally, much looked at – yet almost anonymous.

GEOFF DYER, See/Saw

Of course, you know people are going to write about you when you are no longer there to defend yourself.

BARBARA KER-SEYMER






Prologue
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From the vantage point of 1935, Paul Nash, artist and cultural arbiter, remembered when teaching at the Royal College of Art in 1925: ‘I was fortunate in being there during an outbreak of talent’. Barbara Ker-Seymer was one of the eight artists he identified who had entered the contemporary vanguard.

I first encountered Ker-Seymer in the arms of the Bloomsbury writer David Garnett, while I was writing his biography. There she felt safe, in the knowledge that he was older, married, with children, and harbouring no expectation that she would wish to marry him. I was intrigued: who was this 1930s Bond Street photographer, who rose rapidly to the peak of her profession, evidently enjoyed sex, but had no desire for a traditional family life? How and why did she become a groundbreaking photographer at a time when the profession was dominated by men? Why did she eschew married life for independence, and at what, if any, personal cost?

Initially, Ker-Seymer proved enigmatic and difficult to pin down, apparently fun-loving and superficial, seemingly lacking self-knowledge or the capacity to engage with her emotions, and intent on a pursuit of hedonism. She and her friends exchanged witty and outrageous letters, detailing capers and high jinks, but nothing of any depth seemed to rise to the surface. She was neither a reflective nor a confessional correspondent. Or so it seemed. However, within what became the familiar tenor of her correspondence, I gradually grew aware of occasional, usually self-deprecating shifts in tone, and learnt that she communicated her emotional condition or the low points of her life in understatements, often concealed in jokes at her own expense. Apparently superficial, Ker-Seymer was of course as complex as are we all, I found, once I could penetrate the language, hear the tone and detect the murmur of her inner voice.

In 1920s and ’30s England, a young woman from Ker-Seymer’s upper-class background might have been expected to leave home – not to work but to marry, specifically to make a ‘good’ marriage to a man of the same class. According to the historian Virginia Nicholson, ‘the generally held view was that a [middle-or upper-class] woman earning her living was doing so as a temporary shift while waiting for a husband to turn up’.1 But Barbara absented herself the moment she found employment and economic freedom as a photographer’s assistant, and she did so because she sought financial and personal independence. She attended three art schools, not as a bridge between school and marriage, but because she wanted as broad an art education as possible to equip her for a future career. She disdained her mother’s life which she perceived as unfulfilled: devoted to raising children, to tedious social rounds and captive boredom; a life proscribed by the mores, framing narratives and expectations of a particular stratum of society which, as Barbara came to believe, drove her mother into the stultifying clutches of Christian Science.

Ker-Seymer’s life spanned most of the twentieth century and reveals much about the changing times in which she lived; however, in many respects she behaved contrary to the prevailing norms of her class and gender, simply because she was determined to live life as she chose and, unusually for a woman of her class, to work for a living to make this possible. In the 1930s, when one-third of women worked outside the home, their roles were confined largely to low-paid jobs in domestic service, in shops, offices and, as the decade progressed, in the regimented cohorts of factory workers. Those women who aspired to teach, nurse or work in the civil service were faced with a ‘marriage bar’, forcing them into a stark choice: to remain unmarried, and therefore in post, or to marry and resign. Thus the married, professional working woman was a rarity. Even though in 1928 all women received the vote at twenty-one, the ‘Great Depression’ pushed many back into unpaid work in the family home.

Ker-Seymer opted for a profession in which she was self-employed, thereby setting and in control of her own rate of pay. From that moment, she could neither be expected to be subject to family pressure to marry, nor, if she chose to marry, would she be subject to the ‘marriage bar’. As a photographer and benefiting from a high level of education, Barbara was a formidable artist, but she also understood that if her practice was to prosper, it must be built upon sound business foundations. From childhood she understood the first elements of bookkeeping, habitually maintaining meticulous ledgers in her diaries. She received no formal training but applied herself to understanding financial management, cash-flow and marketing, attracting an impressive studio clientele and commissions from the most prestigious fashion and society magazines. At a time when unmarried women were seen as second-class citizens and portrayed, in popular women’s magazines, as sad ‘spinsters’, or, worse, as promiscuous man-eaters, and employed women were believed to be snatching bread from the hands of men, Ker-Seymer could not have cared less.

In her personal life Ker-Seymer was equally uninhibited by expectations of class or gender. She was not a blue-stocking and although as a left-leaning liberal she voted for the Labour Party for most of her adult life, she was not party political. Yet her lifestyle and beliefs were gently political and, in some respects, radical, in the way she lived life as a bisexual woman with lovers white and black, and in her hatred of racism, misogyny and homophobia in an era when the prejudices of Empire prevailed across European societies, when many of her youthful male acquaintances embarked on careers in the ‘colonies’, and at the height of the American Jim Crow laws.

Having turned her back upon her family, Barbara surrounded herself with a close-knit group of friends. These became a lifelong surrogate family, far more beloved and important than any blood relatives. At its core were three gay men: the artist Edward Burra, the ballet dancer and designer William Chappell, and the choreographer Frederick Ashton. Burra, whose spelling remained determinedly phonetic, liked to describe them as her ‘little familly’.2

If I was drawn to Barbara Ker-Seymer through her association with David Garnett, my interest was further piqued by her photographs, which reveal her as one of a handful of outstanding British photographers of her generation. As well as being championed by Paul Nash, among her peers she was admired by Man Ray and Jean Cocteau. Ker-Seymer’s work recorded and even defined a talented, forward-looking generation of artists, ballet dancers, writers, actors, musicians and intellectuals, who flocked to her studio during the 1930s. Her photographs graced the pages of newspapers and magazines in Britain and the United States and were widely admired by editors and readers. She disdained lucrative ‘society’ portraits in favour of modern, sometimes abstract or surreal images; her portraiture broke with convention. She was exceptionally skilful in manipulating light, bringing a sculptural quality to her subjects. While her images as a gossip-column photojournalist for Harper’s Bazaar were the go-to representations of the aristocracy and the party-going Bright Young Things at play, she stretched the boundaries of photojournalism and artfully subordinated her subjects through an extreme interplay with light and dark. She wanted her photographs to speak for themselves. ‘I just called myself Ker-Seymer Photographs,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think it was necessary to have your sex displayed on the photographs.’

This biography of innovation, creativity and enduring friendship locates Barbara Ker-Seymer at the centre of a close-knit circle of talented artists at the forefront of their respective careers. When Nash identified Ker-Seymer as one of the artists representing ‘an outbreak of talent’, she was in good company, for Burra and Chappell were fellow travellers. Nash was writing about a moment, three years after the ‘birth’ of modernism, epitomised by the publication of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, James Joyce’s Ulysses and Virginia Woolf’s Jacob’s Room in 1922. Though Barbara and her circle were not modernists or part of a movement, they were thoroughly modern in embracing popular culture and raising it to a new level. Their art was informed by cinema, revues and cabarets; theatre and ballet; film, dance and music magazines; jazz and blues; fashion and couture.

Ker-Seymer has appeared variously as a friend, lover, background figure, and an important source in other biographies, most notably those of Frederick Ashton and Edward Burra, but she has never been centre stage or even shared the billing. In exploring her life and work for the first time, the biographical dynamic shifts from a focus on the gifted men in her circle, to a portrait of her role as a pioneering photographer and as a woman who lived resolutely on her own terms.




CHAPTER ONE

Foundations

[image: image]
Billy spotted her scuttling along a passage at the top of Manresa Road on her way to the Chelsea College of Art. He couldn’t help staring, transfixed by her clothes. Women art students in the 1920s generally fell into two dress camps: the free-flowing ‘gypsy’ type or the tube-style flapper dress. This young woman was an anachronism, clothed in the garb of an Edwardian matron.

In 1922 Barbara Ker-Seymer was a seventeen-year-old student at the Chelsea Polytechnic (or Chelsea College of Art, as it was also known). She had been destined to study art: as a child she would rise at five o’clock in the morning to draw and paint before school. She was fascinated, if not a little alarmed, by the formidable and formal Holbein, Van Dyck and Kneller ancestral portraits gazing down from the walls of her maternal grandmother’s Mayfair home. Barbara was regularly taken by her mother to the National Gallery, the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Tate Gallery, where, at a tender age, she fell in love with the Pre-Raphaelite artist Henry Wallis’s The Death of Chatterton. She filled childhood sketchbooks with Mabel Lucie Attwell characters, progressing to crinolined maidens and Kate Greenaway figures. At Chelsea Poly, where neither painting nor sculpture was taught, she hoped to benefit from the vocational nature of the curriculum in which students were prepared for work involving art, rather than turning them into artists. For Diana Ker-Seymer had advised her daughter, from bitter experience, to earn her own living, and never depend on a man.1

Barbara was pretty, spirited, exuberantly self-confident and although privately very serious about art, out to have fun. When Billy spotted her, of course he could have no conception that she would be one of his closest lifelong friends. At fifteen, William Chappell had a pensive, diffident temperament, was very amusing, lazily impudent and – with his natural grace, heavily lidded turquoise eyes, arched eyebrows and pouting, sensuous lips – extremely beautiful. He and Barbara began to chat between classes and quickly recognising a kindred spirit, Billy introduced her to another student, his close friend Edward Burra. Burra was physically frail, small and pale, appearing younger than his seventeen years, but making up for this with the extraordinary self-possession of someone who, for most of his childhood, had been allowed to do what he wanted. What he wanted to do was paint. According to Billy, ‘with no doubts, no considerations, no questions’ the trio ‘happily discovered exactly kindred tastes and fell immediately into unusual communion.’2

‘Each buttressing the others’ egos’, as Billy described them, they were ‘quite formidably self-sufficient, and almost unsupportable: noisy, over-pleased with themselves, determined, above all, to shock. Their antics were regarded by most of the female art students with amused tolerance. Not so by the men [ … ] who were overtly suspicious and hostile: an attitude returned a hundredfold by its recipients.’3 They were inseparable. ‘We spoke the same language,’ said Barbara, ‘we liked the same artists, we liked the same books. We were cinema-mad and great ballet fans [ … ]. We were what you might call birds of a feather, and yet we all came from different nests.’4

When Billy spotted Bar (as she was known) she was garbed as an Edwardian matron because she was wearing her mother’s hand-me-down clothes: her family had fallen on hard times. As a young child, Bar had been raised in a grand stuccoed house in Ovington Square, Knightsbridge, around the corner from Harrods and the Brompton Oratory. It formed part of an integrated architectural scheme constructed in the mid-nineteenth century and set around a private railed garden. The address was upmarket; the house clearly the residence of a gentleman. There Bar lived with her father, Horace Vere Ker-Seymer (known as Vere), her mother, Diana, and her sister, Manon, who was exactly two years older for they shared the same birthday. The running of the establishment, overseen by Diana, was undertaken by servants.

‘The women in our family are the dominating ones’, claimed Bar proudly.5 Although there was no financial necessity for them to earn a living, both grandmothers wrote and published books. Born in 1842, her paternal grandmother, Gertrude Ker-Seymer, wrote racing novels, was a friend of Edward VII and the dedicatee of Arthur Sullivan’s tune for the hymn ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, known also as ‘St Gertrude’. From early childhood, Bar’s maternal grandmother, Caroline Creyke, was passionate about shooting and fishing, sports in which she was encouraged by her father, Sir John Lawes, a pioneer of agricultural science who developed superphosphates at his experimental farm, Rothamsted Manor, near St Albans. Thus she was independently wealthy, and far from being a respectable Victorian matriarch she published, aged forty-six and under the name Diane Chasseresse, Sporting Sketches, which shocked reviewers who considered it unladylike to stalk over hills carrying a rifle, accompanied by a brace of dogs. She also wrote regular society columns, under a variety of pseudonyms, and was a published poet. Caroline married Walter Pennington Creyke, a wealthy and well-connected cleric who, having followed his father into the Church, retired aged thirty-six, suffering from a ‘weak constitution’. With enormous eyes and flowing, curly locks, he was renowned as one of the most handsome men in England and was painted by the artist Frederic Leighton and the Pre-Raphaelites. Although he fathered five children, he was almost certainly homosexual, enjoying a devoted friendship with the Earl of Carlisle which lasted until death. Caroline filled any void her absent husband may have left by entertaining her circle of bohemian friends, which included the actresses Sarah Bernhardt and Mrs Patrick Campbell, the writers George and Weedon Grossmith and the artist and cartoonist George du Maurier.

Bar’s father, Vere, was born in Paris in 1866, where his father Henry Ernest Clay-Ker-Seymer was the First Secretary of the British Embassy. The name Ker-Seymer, however, followed the matrilineal line, Henry Ernest Clay having acquired it from his wife, Gertrude, in compliance with her father’s will when she inherited the family’s Jacobean mansion, Hanford House in Dorset. There being no male heir, Henry’s surname ‘Clay’ was merged with his wife’s name ‘Ker-Seymer’ by Royal Licence, thus becoming Clay-Ker-Seymer. According to Barbara, her father eventually dropped the ‘Clay’, considering two hyphens to be ‘too much of a good thing.’6

The Seymer connection with Dorset stretched back to the late fifteenth century, and the family had occupied Hanford Hall for over three hundred years, although they were extensive landowners beyond Dorset. However, by the time that Bar’s grandmother, Gertrude, acquired Hanford, the estate consisted only of the Hall and its farm. When she died, the Hall passed to her elder son, Vere’s brother, Evelyn, but at Evelyn’s death in 1918 Vere was bypassed in favour of a cousin, Vivian Thomson, who was presumably considered a safer pair of hands. He inherited Hanford on the condition that he adopted the surname Seymer.

Having expected to follow Henry Ernest into a diplomatic career, Vere’s plans were thwarted when his father informed him that ‘a severe financial crisis had fallen upon the family.’7 Excessive hospitality and a string of bad bets at Newmarket were held responsible, disbarring Vere from the private income then required to enter the Foreign Office. For Henry Ernest was a spendthrift and gambler. With difficulty, he cobbled together enough money to send Vere to Argentina (at that time heavily influenced by British commercial and financial interests), where he was expected to seek his fortune, carrying with him the equivalent of £4,000 to establish himself. Having inherited his father’s gambling traits, Vere squandered every penny at poker before the ship reached Lisbon. After three years working for railway companies in Buenos Aires, Vere returned to London, where he lived a down-at-heel existence in Bloomsbury, residing with a twenty-year-old actress, who in the 1901 Census is recorded as his ‘wife’: Mabel ‘D K Seymer’. This liaison was short-lived, however, as the following year he acquired a lawful wife in the shape of Diana Creyke. It would not be unduly cynical to note that at the age of twenty-nine and relatively ‘late’ to marriage, having a considerable fortune she would have been an attractive prospect to Vere.

Thereafter Vere dedicated his life to squandering his wife’s riches on expensive pastimes: aviation, hot-air ballooning, motoring and gambling. He liked to loiter in aeroplane hangars with his aviator friends and was one among the small crowd assembled to witness Blériot land on the cliffs at Dover at the end of his historic cross-Channel flight. Vere enjoyed motor racing from town to town with his pal Lord Carnarvon (a sport banished in 1903 because of the collateral damage to onlookers) and was frequently summonsed and fined for speeding. He would take a hot-air balloon up for a picnic lunch, with his friend Charlie Rolls of Rolls-Royce fame, soaring above the London fog and landing in time for afternoon tea. Vere was accepted by his wealthy chums as a chap who enjoyed a bet and a good time and was entertaining to be around.

When Barbara was born in 1905, Vere described himself on her birth certificate as of ‘independent means’, but this independence stemmed entirely from Diana’s money. Although the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 stipulated that married women could have exclusive control of their own finances and property, this did not necessarily occur in practice, and it was common for men to be in command of their wives’ financial assets.

Whereas Bar’s mother was markedly pretty, her father took after the Clays, who Bar described as ‘a very plain lot’.8 In his novel Afternoon Men, her childhood friend Anthony Powell modelled the character of Mr Nunnery upon Vere. Nunnery first appears as a moustachioed drunk in a dinner jacket, and in a subsequent passage his fictional daughter, Susan, says of her father in conversation:


‘He’s a curious little man with a walrus moustache.’

‘What does he do?’

‘He’s a failure.’

‘Where does he fail?’

‘Oh, he doesn’t any longer,’ she said. ‘He’s a retired failure, you see.’9



While this may not accurately represent Barbara’s feelings for her father, it does reflect the sense of purposelessness of his daily life, revolving around playing tennis, his club, gambling and motor racing. As a young child, Barbara did not question this behaviour, although she remembered: ‘He used to get me up at three in the morning to play poker with him in front of the dying embers; and sometimes he’d come home and fill my bedroom with balloons, then rob my money-box to pay the taxi.’10 Bar’s youthful diaries contain impeccable accounts of income and expenditure, recording how much of her accumulated pocket money her father had ‘borrowed’.

Bar’s parents’ marriage was not happy. She distinctly recollected the following parental interchange:


DIANA: ‘I’ve done my painful duty for seven years!’

VERE: ‘But if you go off to Italy, what am I to do?’

DIANA: ‘Do what other men do. Go to clubs.’11



‘I expect my mother married him’, Barbara reflected, ‘because she thought she’d never have a dull moment, but in the end he drove her to Christian Science.’12 A music-hall song which he liked to sing, ‘I’ll lend you anything you like except my wife, and I’ll make you a present of her’, will also have grated.13 Perhaps Diana turned to Christian Science to ‘heal’ the emptiness of losing her third child, Pauline, who died in 1907 aged six months, but the religion was particularly close to home, as Vere’s sister Violet Ker-Seymer was a leading exponent, a member of the Board of Lectureship of the First Church of Christ, based in Boston, USA, who travelled widely in Europe and America proselytising on the subject. For Bar, apart from her mother’s absences travelling with Violet, the main disadvantage of Diana’s religious beliefs was the Christine Science doctrine not to countenance any form of medical intervention. As Aunt Violet put it: ‘Christian Science deals directly with the fear and the mental discord expressed on the body as sickness, and as harmony is restored in the mind of the patient, the sickness which was only a physical effect or shadow of a so-called mental cause, disappears.’14 Thus throughout her childhood, Bar suffered long bouts of tonsillitis, and recurrent untreated ear abscesses, which were left to burst of their own accord, necessitating days if not weeks of missed schooling.

But Bar had a happy childhood, shopping at Harrods with her mother and enjoying annual summer holidays in Devon, where her extended family of uncles, cousins and soft, smiling aunts occupied all the cottages on the steeply wooded cliff-side of Babbacombe Hill. These picturesque nineteenth-century cottages, ‘The Glen’, ‘The Grove’, ‘Ivy Cottage’ and ‘Rose Cottage’, overlooked the sweeping expanse of Babbacombe Bay whence it was just a short walk to Oddicombe Beach, with its women’s bathing huts, where it was safe to swim. These were idyllic days. Photographs of Barbara and Manon reveal happy children: tots garbed in baggy knickerbockers, or aged about seven and nine, in the sea, decked in the full panoply of Edwardian bathing dress. As Bar, Manon and their cousins grew older they were left to their own devices, bathing in the sea, attending the annual funfair in Torquay and spending their pocket money in the town’s sweet shops. They visited the cinema and played the latest rag-time tunes on the piano. The whole affair was very relaxed: the adults enjoyed cocktails, a new fad which Uncle Cecil Ker-Seymer had brought back from America. These leisurely gatherings were underpinned by the labour of servants, brought down from the families’ town houses to work for them in Devon.

Bar and Manon were not close. They neither looked alike nor, with the exception of swimming and tennis, did they care for the same activities. As a child Barbara, who resembled their mother, was pretty, with wavy hair, a neat, straight nose and blue eyes. Manon, who resembled Vere, was taller and of a larger build, with strong features. Instead of playing with her sister, Bar enjoyed the company of her immediate contemporaries, among them the future novelist Anthony Powell (whose own mother was fascinated by Christian Science), and Brian Howard, later an archetypical Bright Young Thing. Through Grandmamma Caroline on their mother’s side, and Aunt Winifred on their father’s, Bar and Manon were well acquainted with Vyvyan Holland, the son of Oscar Wilde. He liked to tease them, and on one occasion when they visited him at Aunt Winifred’s, they found, to their horror, that their delightful undergraduate friend had turned into a wizened old man. They were made to take out the ‘magic teapot’, incanting ‘Abracadabra’ to return Holland to his younger self. This they solemnly did in an upstairs bedroom, until Winifred announced the magic had worked, and they ‘flew downstairs and there was our dear Vyvyan sitting in the chair just as we always knew him’.15

This carefree life came to an abrupt end in 1912 when Barbara was seven. On the ill-omened Friday 13 December Vere was declared bankrupt with debts amounting, in today’s currency, to over £1 million. According to Barbara, he lost £1,500 in a single hand of poker, Diana informing her glumly: ‘That was our house in Ovington Square’.16 Diana and her daughters took up temporary residence with Grandmamma Caroline at Seymour Place. Diana had to contend not only with the loss of her home, but also with the dramatic change of lifestyle which ensued. With her relatively elevated social position dramatically reduced, she was confronted by the stigma attaching to bankruptcy.

Bar was an exuberant child, eagerly demonstrative and tactile. All this had to be reined in. ‘Loving, affectionate, warm hearted person that she was’, Bar said of her grandmother, ‘she disliked physical demonstrations. I do not ever remember her putting her arms around me, giving me a hug and a kiss other than the duty peck on the cheek on arriving and leaving. I was a very affectionate child; but I would never have dared take her hand, or hang on her arm when going for walks’.17

Eventually, and devoid of servants, they moved into a far less well-appointed house in Gledstanes Road, West Kensington, then a drab, down-at-heel neighbourhood. Or at least Diana and her daughters moved in, Vere preferring to reside at the Queen’s Club, the famous bastion of lawn tennis, conveniently located across the road. As a young woman, Diana had not enjoyed the ritual of ‘coming out’ and being presented at court. She did not care for dancing, but painted, sang and was admired for her ability to amuse and her sense of style. The relative lateness of her marriage may have occurred because she preferred women to men and having done her ‘painful duty’ and lost a fortune in the process, she felt able to discreetly embrace her sexuality, taking up with another respectably married woman, Mrs Haworth Booth. This relationship lasted many years, and sometimes, when the two women holidayed together, Diana’s younger daughter would accompany them.

When in January 1916 eleven-year-old Bar began at St Paul’s girls’ school, at Brook Green in nearby Hammersmith (her maternal grandmother, presumably, paying the fees) she had evidently already received some education because she could read, write and do arithmetic. Her education seems to have been fairly relaxed: she sometimes failed to turn up to school in favour of accompanying her mother to the shops, which does not seem to have been a matter of concern. Barbara was inclined to argue with her teachers, but was good at games, an excellent swimmer, loved tennis, squash, dancing, playing the piano and craft. Outside school, she played tennis with her father at Queen’s and visited the theatre and cinematograph. She was also a voracious reader, a habit which began in childhood, when she recorded every book she had read each year in her diary. Bar became a discriminating reader, as an adult consuming the latest critically acclaimed books from Harrods Lending Library.

Throughout the First World War, Barbara and Manon enjoyed annual summer schools in Ballinger, near Chesham in Buckinghamshire, or at Hindhead, in Surrey. Bar’s photographs reveal a happy, carefree existence quite at variance with the strain of war. For Bar the war was at some remove: her father was too old to enlist and she had no brothers to serve. Her friend Anthony Powell remarked: ‘I have quite often come across persons of my own age, even a year or two older [ … ] who say that as children they were scarcely aware of World War I taking place; beyond a dim memory of chocolate in short supply.’18 At Seymour Place, however, Grandmamma Caroline held parties for wounded soldiers, where she would bash away at her piano playing popular songs for them to sing. Bar was roped into helping: ‘I remember them well’, she said, ‘as I had to hand round the teas, and got my bottom well pinched in the process.’19

Bar spent her sixth form year at ‘Mildura’, an extremely liberal Christian Science boarding school in Torquay, where there was no expectation that pupils should attend lessons, although she usually did. She did not go to the Christian Science testimonial meetings, went only once or twice to church, and for the rest of her life espoused a mild contempt for any form of organised religion. Describing itself as a ‘good-class girls’ school’, Mildura offered a wide range of academic subjects and Barbara studied Arithmetic, Botany, History, French, Art, Geography, Scripture, Poetry, English, Literature and Parliament (the sciences then being considered inappropriate for girls).20 The teachers appear to have been well-educated and committed to the intellectual and artistic development of the girls, of whom a handful went on to study at Oxford or Cambridge.

Writing to Barbara, Vere expressed his hope that she would always remain involved in ‘the hundred-and-one interesting and instructive things available for people even as poor as we are’.21 He had an informal arrangement to work occasionally in ‘business transactions’ for a friend, William Montagu, the Duke of Manchester, a notorious spendthrift who spent much of his life evading creditors. But otherwise Vere was not averse to battening on wealthy friends, or his recently acquired ‘rich Egyptian friends’ from whom he accepted invitations to dinners at top restaurants with tickets to the theatre afterwards.

Mildura offered a great deal of freedom, and Bar, who was sporty, played tennis and dived from a platform and swam in Babbacombe Bay. Rules were so relaxed that the girls were allowed to swim in the sea with local boys. Bar loved the school and found everything ‘topping’ and ‘great fun’. Her school career came to an ignominious end, however, when she was stripped of her short-lived prefectship having been caught in high spirits singing the ‘Mee-ow Fox-trot’ before breakfast. She was reported to the headmistress, ‘who rose to her feet at the end of lunch that day and said “I’m sorry to say Barbara Ker-Seymer is no longer a prefect.”’ Bar remembered, ‘later on in the day when I had my jawing she said no nice man would ever marry me, and I wept bitterly [ … ] as I felt I would never get over the disgrace.’22 Though the school had few rules, the girls were expected to deport themselves modestly, as befitting an institution governed by Christian Science. Jazz music with its ‘wild’ rhythms and ‘sexual’ undertones was anathema, particularly on an empty stomach. Having discovered Bar’s demotion, Vere wrote consolingly: ‘High spirits are no crime, altho’ few people are wise enough to know that they are a virtue’.23

In the school holidays Diana was often absent, travelling with Aunt Violet, or away in the country with Mrs HB. Vere’s appearances at the dining table were so infrequent that Bar took to recording them in her diary. She spent her time with various cousins and family friends dancing to gramophone records, shopping and, best of all, attending the cinema. This same freedom (or benign neglect) spilt over into her college career, where she wasted little time in ditching her Edwardian wardrobe. She bobbed and shingled her hair, raised the hem of her skirt, lowered the waistline of her dress and swapped her heavy foundation garments – corset, chemise and petticoat – for directoire knickers and a brassiere. While in the Edwardian era the S-shaped hour-glass figure and mono-bosom were all, Bar’s fashionably flat-chested, boyish figure perfectly embodied the flapper look.

Barbara, Ed Burra and Billy Chappell considered themselves defiantly ‘modern’, disdaining their more conventional middle-class counterparts – the ‘drabbiest of drabbies’ as Bar called them – whom they sought to shock.24 They shared a passion for gossip (often at each other’s expense) and memorised the more lurid subtitles from silent films, deploying them in conversation among fits of giggles. ‘Fate, the ringmaster, had cracked his whip’ was a favourite.25 They frequented the Samovar tea rooms in St Martin’s Lane and the Tea Kettle in Rupert Street, where according to Bar they would hang about ‘talking nonsense by the hour [ … ]. What we liked to do was sit in tearooms and gossip about our friends and run them down.’26 ‘We were very juvenile’, she concluded, ‘we didn’t do very serious work and we used to cut classes and go to the cinema half the time and we’d sit for hours in tea shops [ … ] we used to sit in Lyons Corner House [ … ] till about 4 o’clock in the morning, because it’s very cheap’.27 They were terribly pleased with themselves, spilling out of cafés and rollicking along the pavement arm in arm, caring nothing for the startled looks of passers-by.

The trio specialised in innuendo, and like many coteries, their tone or manner was shaped by the most distinct personality among them, in this case that of Ed. For all his physical frailty, his mental capacity was exceptional, as evinced by a quick wit and razor-sharp tongue. His speech was delivered in a ‘Mayfair cockney drawl’, and, as his biographer Jane Stevenson explains, his ‘gift for language was notorious in his circle [ … ]. His own particular argot [ … ] was an inspired mixture of gossip-columnist and the diction of sensational newspapers and trashy novels [ … ]. He also had a music-hall comic’s gift for deflation [ … ].’28 They liked to talk in loud, camp voices, with the objective of being overheard. Their self-consciously public larking about and loud intonations were intended for an audience: they were, in effect, performing.
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