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“A LESS UNEASY TIME”: VITA SACKVILLE WEST’S 
PORTRAYAL OF KNOLE IN THE EDWARDIANS

In a well-known BBC series on gardens of the world, Vita Sackville-West’s 
grandson begins his refl ections on Sissinghurst with the words: “Th e fi rst 
thing to understand about Sissinghurst is that it is not Knole”1 (Don 11) – 
which is a telling example of how Sackville-West’s well-known passion for 
her ancestral home reverberates throughout her entire life. Th e Edwardians 
– Sackville-West’s bestseller published in 1930 – similarly grows out of her 
memories of Knole, the impressive English country house in which she grew 
up, except that in the case of the novel it is the similarities, and not the dif-
ferences, that are telling. Th e setting of the novel is easily recognisable as her 
original home, very thinly disguised as the fi ctional property of Chevron, 
with the main character and his sister conceived to render Sackville-West’s 
autobiographical refl ections on her formative years. Th e novel can thus be 
read as what Gaston Bachelard describes as “a community of memory and 
image” (Bachelard 5): Sackville-West takes the reader into the world of her 
youth, weaving her memories into a pattern of pictures which make up 
a somewhat fanciful depiction of a milieu that has since passed into history. 

Although the novel sold well, it was immediately criticised – and perhaps 
rightly so – for the extremely grim portrayal of Edwardian high society, in 
which moral degeneration had replaced not only traditional value systems 
but even commonplace decency. Th e world of Th e Edwardians is, however, 
hardly supposed to be “realistic” in the familiar sense of the word: Sackville-
West steers clear of both the traditional, monumental 19th-century realism 

1  Th e grandson is Adam Nicolson, who still lives at Sissinghurst today, in an interview 
with Monty Don, author of the 10-episode BBC series Around the World in 80 Gardens (2008). 
A fragment of the interview has also been published in Don’s book of the same title, which 
accompanied the series.
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and the psychological variety practised and perfected by modernist writers. 
Th e novel, which certainly does hold its own both as a Bildungsroman and 
as a study of Edwardian manners and morals, has another striking quality in 
that it is almost entirely pictorial: Sackville-West writes in images rather than 
in words, and the more than frequent references to paintings and painters 
confi rm the special status of art in her narrative. What is less obvious is that 
she turns to art in her search for a means of rendering the epistemological 
rupture of her own lifetime: the cognitive crisis which swept across nations in 
the early 20th century, shattering the comfortable certainties of the previous 
times. 

On the level of plot, the novel is nothing out of the ordinary: it chron-
icles the sexual initiation and subsequent conquests of a young aristocrat, 
whose blasé attitude to life eventually gives way to an urge to break free of 
stifl ing social convention and to fi nd an identity. How successful the attempt 
is remains conjectural, rather in the manner of the famous ending of Char-
lotte Brontë’s Villette – Sebastian does seem all set for a major change in life, 
but whether it will actually materialise is uncertain, and there is much in 
the novel to suggest otherwise. It is precisely this ambiguity that is at the 
heart of Sackville-West’s narrative, and her reliance on art in constructing it 
is a fundamental mechanism. Th e choices she makes in her artistic references 
might seem unusual: apart from the obvious portraiture interest, one would 
be hard pushed to arrange a coherent artistic picture out of Charles Furse, 
Paul César Helleu, Augustus John, Carolus-Duran, John Singer Sargent, Sir 
Joshua Reynolds, Gainsborough, van Dyck, and Leonardo – and yet they all 
feature in her narrative, each with a role to play. And it is only when we be-
gin to look at these roles more closely that the seemingly random collection 
begins to make sense. 

In terms of chronology, the painters whose names appear throughout the 
novel fall roughly into three categories. Helleu, Augustus John, Sargent, and 
Carolus-Duran were more or less Sackville-West’s contemporaries, and al-
though Furse died just two years aft er she had been born, his work was well-
known and appreciated in her adult life. Gainsborough and Reynolds are two 
18th-century giants, van Dyck speaks for the century before them, and Leon-
ardo towers over the turn of the 15th and 16th centuries. Th us their art gives 
Sackville-West both contrast and continuity over a period of several hundred 
years, and it is precisely the tensions between contrast and continuity that 
generate the epistemological confusion she wishes to explore. It also provides 
her with a formula for writing in that her descriptions of people and scenes 
might well be descriptions of paintings:
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[Th e guests] seemed so perfectly concordant with their setting, as though they 
had not a care in the world; the jewels glittered, the front-shirts glistened; the servants 
came and went, handing dishes and pouring wine in the light of the many candles. 
Th e trails of smilax wreathed greenly in and out among the heavy candelabra and the 
dishes of grapes and peaches. Yes, [Sebastian] must admit that his mother’s friends 
were ornamental; he liked the bare shoulders and piled hair of the women, their pretty 
hands, and the bracelets round their wrists; the clouds of tulle, and the roses clasped 
by a brooch against the breasts. (Sackville-West 36) 

Such passages, very typical of Sackville-West’s narration, are clearly evoc-
ative of the kind of art which was fashionable at the turn of the 19th and 20th 
centuries. Furse, Helleu, Sargent, and Carolus-Duran were all famous for 
their stylish portraits of beautiful society women and distinguished men of 
the Belle Époque, and the instances where Th e Edwardians might be seen as 
a verbal equivalent of their art are numerous. In fact, descriptions of peo-
ple and paintings oft en merge: Sylvia Roehampton, the beautiful friend of 
Sebastian’s mother and Sebastian’s fi rst lover, “as famous in Paris as in Lon-
don, painted by every fashionable painter from Carolus-Duran to Sargent” 
(Sackville-West 109) looks “exactly like her own portrait by Sargent, which 
had been the sensation of that year’s Academy” (Sackville-West 15); Sebastian 
has “a Sargent drawing [of himself] with an open shirt, a muscular throat, 
springing hair, and a fearless gaze” (Sackville-West 160); his dogs seem to 
be taken out “of a picture by Charles Furse” (Sackville-West 55); Sebastian’s 
mother (who adores Helleu2) likes looking at “the Helleu etching of [her 
daughter] Viola, slightly tinted, in which long rounded curls descended to 
her shoulders and little tendrils of curl clustered about her ears” (Sackville-
West 160). 

Sackville-West is, however, careful in diff erentiating between painting 
styles. Phil, “the fourth of Sebastian’s experiments,” in whose arms Sebastian 
seeks consolation aft er the previous disappointments,3 has sat for Augustus 

2  Since Sebastian’s mother “never opens a book” (Sackville-West 31) and does not seem 
likely to recover from the eff ort it cost her to get through one novel by H.G. Wells, it is quite 
ironic – and typical of the contrasts and discrepancies Sackville-West is interested in – that her 
favourite painter should be a friend of Proust who appears in Remembrance of Th ings Past as 
the painter Elstir. 

3  Interestingly, among the meaningful women in Sebastian’s life there is one who remains 
not just without an artistic context but without a name or even a face. Th e keeper’s daughter, 
who comforts Sebastian aft er Teresa Spedding refused to become his lover, is his attempt to 
reach as far outside of his social class as possible. She promptly turns out to be a disappointment 
and one has to wonder whether her lowly social status might not be the reason why Sackville-
West in her treatment of her was unable to go beyond the assertion that she dropped her 
aitches, sucked her teeth and carried a pail of boiled meal for the poultry when Sebastian saw 
her (Sackville-West 232).
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John who “said [she] was his type” (Sackville-West 232–233). Since the girl 
is to mark an entirely diff erent stage in Sebastian’s development, it is appro-
priate that that the artistic context in which she appears should be diff er-
ent too. John did not paint stylish, carefully posed high-society beauties: as 
a post-Impressionist, sometimes compared to Gauguin, he went for bold, 
colourful images, bursting with energy and independence. Wyndham Lew-
is’s comment on John’s art, made to sum up the latter’s attitude to painting, 
might well be applied to the fi ctional Phil’s attitude to life: “Nature is for him 
like a tremendous carnival in the midst of which he fi nds himself. But there 
is nothing of the spectator about Mr John. He is very much a part of the sat-
urnalia. And it is only because he enjoys it so tremendously that he is moved 
to report on it” (qtd in Rothenstein 134). Phil is Sebastian’s “excursion into 
Bohemia” (Sackville-West 238), visualised as the girl’s “black hair cut square; 
her red, generous mouth, her thick white throat; and brilliant colours; espe-
cially when she crouched, gipsy-like over her guitar” (Sackville-West 233). 

Th e quality of being the subject of a painting is a distinctive feature of 
Sackville-West’s characters in the novel. Th e intrepid explorer Leonard An-
quetil whom Lucy has invited to Chevron as a fashionable curiosity of the 
season – and who will play a key role in Sebastian’s and his sister’s develop-
ment – is similarly fi tted into artistic context. Upon his arrival at Chevron it is 
immediately noted that his face bears striking resemblance to an old painting: 
he “might be hanging among all those historical Tudor portraits in the Brown 
Gallery, all in the same frames, with their names written on festoons swoop-
ing from corner to corner: Drake, Howard, Raleigh” (Sackville-West 53).
Th e combination of character and art is particularly signifi cant here: Anquet-
il is identifi ed with the splendours of a distant past, and at the same time he 
is the element which fi nally explodes the historical order of things. Under 
his infl uence, Viola moves out of Chevron to an independent life in Lon-
don, and Sebastian decides to relinquish his position as master of the estate 
and explore wild corners of the world instead. Th e disruptive force, which 
shatters the values and hierarchies of history and tradition, is identifi ed with 
those very values and traditions: it has come from within. By the same token, 
Viola, who is framed as the Helleu picture at home, on her visits to London 
is known among her friends as Lisa, because she looks “like the Gioconda” 
(Sackville-West 235). As Leonardo replaces the Belle Époque painter, it seems 
that the girl’s striving to make her great leap forward may at the same time 
be a journey backwards: in working to leave Chevron behind Viola may be 
breaking free from the past, but the past is catching up with her by taking 
over her image – as well as by giving her a fi ancé (Anquetil) who in visual 
terms stands for the past himself. 
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Th e complex relation between the past and the present is highlighted 
through the names of the other painters too.4 Gainsborough and Van Dyck 
are brought up in a conversation between Sebastian and his mother, who 
argue about the role of the artist. Th e Helleu etching of Viola shows her with 
her hair curled, which pleases Lucy since she dislikes her daughter’s natural 
looks (in reality Viola’s hair is straight): 

What, [Lucy] demanded, looking with aff ection at the Helleu, was the use of art-
ists, if not to make people more beautiful than God had seen fi t to make them? Did 
Sebastian suppose that Gainsborough’s ladies had invariably possessed wavy hair and 
a perfect bust? No, said Sebastian; and dared to say that Vandyck’s Cavaliers certainly 
came home aft er a wet day’s hunting with their love-locks pitifully straight and dank. 
But then, cried Lucy triumphantly, how much the greater artist was Vandyck, in that 
he gave us his Cavaliers always perfectly curled! No, said Sebastian again; how much 
more interesting, how much more true, how much more intimate, would be a portrait 
of Charles the First taken off  his guard, as he was revealed to no one but to his hun-
ting companions or his valet, before he off ered himself, again restored, to his offi  cial 
appearance. (Sackville-West 161) 

Th e argument ends with Sebastian’s recognition that “he could attack 
Helleu as a symbol, but he could not shake himself wholly free” (Sackville-
West 161). Th e trivial squabble is thus in fact rooted in Sebastian’s attempts 
to assert his identity against a world in which the status of appearances and 
representations mingles freely with the status of ‘reality’ and ‘truth’. Chevron, 
however, is too powerful an opponent for any such attempts to be successful, 
and Sebastian knows that he is bound to end up as a recent addition to the 
centuries-old gallery of portraits: 

Sebastian lounged […] at the top of the table, in the small dining-room where his 
ancestors had entertained Drake and Frobisher, Pope and Dryden—as attested by the 
portraits that hung on the walls;—Sebastian lounged there, in his blue shirt, dallying 
with a glass of wine, ridiculously handsome and romantic […]. (Sackville-West 60)

Th e Gaisnboroughs, the Van Dycks, and the innumerable other paintings 
that surround him will not be thwarted: he can never be more than another 
subject of a portrait, adorning the ancient walls for the generations to come. 
Th is is clear even to Anquetil: as he looks at the portrait of Frobisher hanging 
over Sebastian, he suddenly realises that he might “want Sebastian to fi nance 

4  It is impossible not to wonder to what extent the choice of these particular artists was 
inspired by Sackville-West’s memories of home: the vast art collection at Knole includes plenty 
of their paintings and Sackville-West would have grown up looking at them as a matter of 
course. According to the data from the Public Catalogue Foundation, the collection at Knole 
includes 14 pieces attributed to van Dyck, 12 to Reynolds and one painting by Gainsborough, 
but as many as 66 by the British School.
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[his] next enterprise” (Sackville-West 61), or, in other words, that Sebastian 
might be merely a new incarnation in a long line of his ancestors. 

At the same time, however, Sebastian is aware that there is imminent dan-
ger looming over his heritage and the very walls on which the portraits of his 
ancestors hang: social change has already begun and the world is evolving 
fast. Th e desire to buy a painting by Reynolds from a private owner marks the 
vulgarity of “the latest American millionaire” Sylvia Roehampton enthuses 
about: “he does so love our pictures and our houses […] and last time he 
came to Wymondham he wanted to buy the whole house and move it brick 
by brick to America” (Sackville-West 153). Sylvia’s patronising enthusiasm 
reveals the condescension with which English high society treats the nouveau 
riches from across the globe, but at the same time it gives yet another hint of 
the upcoming clash between the established ancient order of things and the 
signs of the great change that is about to take place. Th e Joshua Reynoldses 
have not been meant for new American homes. 

Th e continuous interplay between art and reality, which is the novel’s 
central idea, is shown the most directly in a symbolic scene from Sebastian’s 
childhood, when the butler would lift  him up to a painting that hung in the 
pantry: 

Th e painting represented a still-life of grapes and lemons beside a plate of oysters. 
Vigeon would make passes before the picture, fi nally making the gesture of picking 
a grape off  the canvas, when lo! a real grape would appear between his fi ngers, and 
with a fi nal triumphant fl ourish he would pop it into Sebastian’s mouth. (Sackville-
-West 22) 

Th e blurring of the border between image and reality will keep defi ning 
Sebastian’s existence, making it harder and harder to tell them apart long aft er 
the childish delight at their fusion has gone. 

Th e prominent role or art in Sackville-West’s narrative inevitably raises the
issue of artifi ciality, further emphasised by the continuous presence of theat-
rical arts in the novel. Th e pageant in which Sylvia Roehampton acts the part 
of Queen Etheldreda (Sackville-West 88) is a high point in her aff air with Se-
bastian – an aff air which she ends in the opera (presumably the Royal Opera 
House in Covent Garden) during a performance of Tristan and Isolde.5 Th e 
contrasts could not be sharper. On the one hand, the Anglo-Saxon saint is 
juxtaposed with a fi n de siècle ageing society beauty who deliberately seduces 
her friend’s son twice her junior; on the other, a legendary tragedy of two 
lovers who, unable to live together, fi nd a union in death is combined with 
the breakup of a seedy sexual liaison, forced by the betrayed husband’s threat 

5  Tristan und Isolde premiered in Covent Garden with a performance by Royal Italian 
Opera on 2 July 1884. 
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of scandal. And yet again it turns out that art and life are not easily separated: 
Sylvia discovers that her love for Sebastian is real, and her renunciation of 
him does have a tragic, sacrifi cial dimension to it, of which the saintly life
of Etheldreda is evocative. In another reference to the stage, Sebastian plans 
to fi nally propose to Alice during a ballet performance of Prince Igor6 – again 
casting a momentous life choice against artistic background (and invoking 
the concept of the eclipse which opens the piece). 

Th e Wagner and the Russian ballet are, however, only a prelude to the 
greatest spectacle of all, which comes at the end of the novel. Th e coronation 
of George V is a climactic scene, in which Sebastian is reduced to a mere pup-
pet, with strings pulled helter-skelter by confl icting instincts and emotions. 
It is perhaps this moment that is the most direct rendition of Sackville-West’s 
subject. Th e coronation of George V in 1910 would not have diff ered much 
from the ceremony at Bath in 973, when St Dunstan crowned Edgar (Plumb 
13), and it would have been a strange ritual to participate in for a modern 
consciousness (even if the memories of the previous coronation just a decade 
before would have been still relatively fresh). Th e ceremony confuses Sebas-
tian to the point when his mind seems to dissolve under the weight of mean-
ings that cannot be grasped: 

England, Shakespeare, Elizabeth, London; Westminster, the docks, India, the Cut-
ty Sark, England; England, Gloucestershire, John of Gaunt; Magna Carta, Cromwell, 
England. Vague, inexplicable epithets fl itted across the mind, familiar even in their 
unfamiliarity: Unicorn Pursuivant, Portcullis, Rouge Dragon, Black Rod, O’Conor 
Don, the Lord of the Isles, Macgillycuddy of the Reeks. What did all those words 
mean? What could they possibly mean to a foreigner? What could they mean to 
Dejasmatch Kassa of Ethiopia, whose lion’s mane was even now tickling the face of 
his neighbour? No more than the war-dances of Dejasmatch Kassa could mean to 
the King of England. Th e organisation of a planet was a very strange thing indeed.
(Sackville-West 250) 

Sebastian, who originally attempted to refuse to attend the ceremony, at 
the last moment gives in to the incomprehensible pull which proves stronger 
than any act of rebellion he might put up. Just how powerless he is in this 
struggle is emphasised by the fact that the doors of the coach in which he 
travels to and from Westminster Abbey have no handles inside: he is literally 
imprisoned in the ancient vehicle rolling slowly through the throngs. Viola’s 
remark that she and her family “play at living still during the War of the Ros-

6  Sackville-West presumably refers to Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes performance of 
Prince Igor with Fokine’s choreography, in which case she got her chronology wrong. Although 
the world premiere of the ballet was given at the Mariinsky Th eatre in St. Petersburg in 
November 1890, the Ballets Russes did not stage it until the Paris premiere in May 1909, and 
London saw the production only in 1914, i.e. three years aft er the novel ends.
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es” (Sackville-West 179) is the closest Sackville-West gets to a defi nition of 
Sebastian’s life. 

Finally, just like the coronation ceremony is the novel’s ultimate show, its 
ultimate artefact is Chevron itself. Th e Author’s Note to Th e Edwardians reads, 
“No character in this book is wholly fi ctitious.” Th ough inanimate, Chevron 
is certainly one of those characters – or perhaps it would be more accurate to 
say ‘the main character’ in the novel. Th at it is not at all fi ctitious is very easily 
seen in its descriptions, even without Sackville-West’s intimations. Th e novels 
begins with Sebastian up on the roof, looking at his property: 

Acres of red-brown roof surrounded him, heraldic beasts carved in stone sitting 
at each corner of the gables. Across the great courtyard the fl ag fl oated red and blue 
and languid from a tower. Down in the garden, on a lawn of brilliant green, he could 
see the sprinkled fi gures of his mother’s guests, some sitting under the trees, some 
strolling about; he could hear their laughter and the tap of the croquet mallets. Round 
the garden spread the park; a herd of deer stood fl icking with their short tails in the 
shade of the beeches. […] Immediately below him – very far below, it seemed – lay 
a small inner court, paved, with an immense bay-tree growing against the grey wall . . .
Th e heraldic leopards watched him sarcastically, holding their shields. Overhead, the 
clock suddenly struck One, and the sound reverberated all around the roofs, coming 
to rest again in the clock-tower, aft er its journey of warning in that solitary punctu-
ation of time. (Sackville-West 12–14) 

Th is, in fact, is not Chevron but Knole: England’s largest country house,7 
located in the civil parish of Sevenoaks in Kent and dating back to the 15th 
century. Th e property of the Sackvilles since 1586, it was Sackville-West’s 
much-loved home, until on the death of her father the laws of patrilineal 
primogeniture forced her to give it up to her father’s brother: a loss which 
she felt very bitter about and with which she never fully came to terms. Even 
a hundred years ago the house, with its state rooms and picture galleries, 
would have seemed to be more of a lavish museum than an ordinary family 
home: today, guide books refer to it as a “Jacobean time capsule” and make no 
attempt to list its treasures since such lists would be endless. 

Such is Sackville-West’s Chevron: a product of architectural and landscap-
ing art, inhabited by people whose life it has been shaping for centuries. If, as 
philosophers have argued, human beings are place-bound, spatially-located 

7  It is a so-called “calendar house” with 12 entrances, 52 staircases, 7 courtyards, and 
365 rooms, and it is surrounded by a 1,000 acre park. Its household would have consisted of 
a very large number of people (111 in about 1620), employed to ensure proper maintenance 
(Girouard 138–139). On her fi rst visit in July 1924, Virginia Woolf described it thus: “Knole is 
a conglomeration of buildings half as big as Cambridge I daresay, but the extremities & indeed 
the inward parts are gone dead. Ropes fence off  half the rooms; the chairs and the pictures look 
preserved; life has left  them. (qtd in Sackville-West, R. vii) 
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creatures,8 then it is natural that Sackville-West could only conceive of her 
own self with Knole as both foil and mirror, and this is precisely what she 
tries to convey in Th e Edwardians. Sebastian’s identity is locked into a contin-
uous interplay with Chevron, whose concentration of art and history doubles 
the complexity of what is already an extremely complex relation. Th e ties 
between identity and location have long been of interest to philosophers and 
artists alike, with claims being made for both places taking on the identity of 
their inhabitants, and the inhabitants being individuated by the places they 
inhabit.9 Sackville-West’s interest is clearly in the latter, with the addition-
al dimension of art used to highlight the illusory nature of existence. Her 
portrayal of Chevron brings out the continuous interaction between the past 
and the present, and art enables her to formulate fundamental ontological 
questions which off set the acute sense of a world coming to an end. Th e “lama 
sabachthani” which Sebastian addresses to Anquetil at the end of the nov-
el (Sackville-West 254) is not a fl ippant greeting: it marks a recognition of 
cognitive defeat and truly bespeaks of the desperation of one who has been 
forsaken. 

In 1922 Sackville-West published a history of Knole and her family. She 
ended it with memories of her childhood comradeship with her grandfa-
ther Lionel, and her last sentence was, “Th en he fell ill and died when he 
was over eighty, and became a name like the others, and his portrait took its 
place among the rest, with a label recording the dates of his birth and death” 
(Sackville-West, Knole 220). Th is is the fate Sebastian fears: a life reduced to 
two dates and an image decorating a wall. When he tells Anquetil he will join 
him on his next expedition, it is an act of defi ance against this preordained 
future, but fi rst of all it is a challenge he throws both at himself and at his in-
heritance: he wants to see whether he can exist without Chevron, and wheth-
er Chevron can exist without him. It would be wrong, however, to look for 
platitudinous parallels with the cutting of the umbilical cord in this case: the 
fi nal argument that convinces Sebastian to go is that it will make him “a better 
master to Chevron” when he returns (Sackville-West 256) – and if he does 
not return, one might add, he will most certainly have died with Chevron in 
his thoughts. If he returns, there is no doubt that at some point an appropriate 
portrait will be added to Chevron’s gallery; if he does not, there is a portrait 
of him hanging there already. 

Where other writers may have dealt with the rapid change of the world 
with speculation on possible outcomes, Sackville-West takes a very fi rm 

8  See e.g. J.E. Malpas: Place and Experience. A Philosophical Topography. 
9  Bachelard’s Th e Poetics of Space off ers a seminal treatment of the idea that the self can 

only be discovered specifi cally through the house it inhabits.
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stance: there is no escaping the past, and there are no answers to questions 
about “truth” and “representation.” Scorning the fantasies in the style of the 
Forsterian “only connect,” she leaves no doubt about what it is that she be-
lieves: human identity is ultimately woven out of memory and the images 
among which it has developed. 
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