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‘By presenting us with a double portrait, its two subjects seen in relation to each other rather than in isolation, we come so much nearer the living reality, in all its complexity, its double-sidedness, its light and shadow. This is one of the few books which allows me to believe that the author actually knew both my mother and my aunt, and I welcome it as deepening my understanding both of them and their relation to Bloomsbury’

Angelica Garnett

‘Dunn is excellent on the many rivalries and hostilities between the sisters, and on Virginia’s betrayal of Vanessa through her affair with Vanessa’s husband, Clive Bell, while Vanessa was struggling to cope with their first baby. Virginia threatens to take over the book as she at times took over her sister’s life: always cleverer, more talkative, wittier and with a greater gift for intimacy. But in the end Vanessa’s impassivity, her enigmatic silence, hold their own against Virginia’s flirtatiousness. Dunn rightly emphasises the obsessive depth of each sister’s commitment to work’

Suzanne Raitt, Times Literary Review
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Preface

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



	1878	    	Marriage of Leslie Stephen and Julia Duckworth.

	1879	    	Vanessa Stephen born 30 May.

	1880	    	Julian Thoby Stephen born 8 September.

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

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

	1883	    	Adrian Leslie Stephen born 27 October.

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

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

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

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

	1901	    	Vanessa enters the Royal Academy Schools in September.

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

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

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

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

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

	1908	    	Julian Bell born 4 February.

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

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

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

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

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

	1914	    	War declared 4 August.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	1933	    	Flush is published in October.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	1961	    	Vanessa Bell dies on 7 April at Charleston.




Introduction


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

Virginia Woolf, Flush



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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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