
 

COMING HOME Case Study 

Portrait of Virginia Woolf by Vanessa Bell, Charleston House 
 

         

1. Introduction 

Virginia Woolf was one of the twentieth century’s most important novelists and a central figure in 
the Bloomsbury group of writers, artists and intellectuals. This portrait was made by fellow 
Bloomsbury member and Woolf’s elder sister, Vanessa Bell. Woolf’s facial features are blurred, 
abstracted through the use of bold areas of colour inspired by the art of the Post-Impressionists. 
Yet rather than distancing her, this blurring serves to inject the portrait with a sense of intimacy 
and highlights the painter’s proximity to the sitter.  

Bell painted Woolf at Asheham, the Sussex home they shared for a few years from 1912. It was 
only a short distance from Charleston, the house in which Bell would live with her friend and lover 
Duncan Grant in 1916, and Monk’s House, the marital home of Virginia and Leonard Woolf from 
1919. Like Charleston, Asheham was a place of experimentation and freedom for Bell where her 
sons Julian and Quentin could play in the garden and her Bloomsbury friends could visit and 
spend hours discussing art, politics and their increasingly complicated private lives.  

 

2. Participants 

22 children, plus 30 family members 
 

3. Activity 

Children were taken to spend time with the portrait. A guide and the workshop leader 
encouraged them to respond to the painting, exploring questions around Home, Identity and 
Family. 
 



The children then met the model whose portrait they would paint. They chose costume, props 
and pose to recreate the Virginia Woolf portrait. The tutor then guided the children to create 
their own portrait, looking at how to capture both the likeness and the true spirit of the sitter. 

 

4. Outcomes and reflections 

Participants 
Children and their families learn about Virginia Woolf, the Bloomsbury Group and Charleston. In the 
workshop, they were encouraged to experiment with colour and brush strokes, and to be confident in 
their ability. The tutor encouraged them to explore how to communicate the emotion of a picture, as 
well as technical skills like composition and perspective. 
 

The organisation 
Families are a fairly new audience for Charleston and one that they are keen to grow. This approach 
successfully attracted children and their families to the site. This was particularly notable as January is 
typically very quiet for Charleston, however, the venue felt busy and animated. Secondary spend in 
the café was also good. 
 

5. Selected feedback 

The experience of working with a live model was new to most of the children. The workshop aimed 

to teach children the art of looking closely, and give them confidence to do so. They found this 

exciting, sometimes intimidating, sometimes hilarious but once they had spent time with the model, 

they produced some wonderful work. 

In response to questions about Home, the children were most interested to talk about family 

relationships, particularly about the different sorts of relationships between sisters and brothers.  

They were also intrigued by the blank face in the portrait: 

 ‘I think she has forgotten to paint the face’ 

 ‘She’s probably lazy and couldn’t be bothered to finish the face.’ 

 ‘She has a fuzzy head and it is full of all sorts of ideas, so the picture is fuzzy like the inside of 

her head.’ 

 ‘I think she liked her sister and her sister was nice, because the colours are nice colours. I 

don’t like my sister.’ 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 



 


