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Introduction

On July 6, 1971, British newspapers announced the suicide of Elizabeth Meta 
Wiskemann from a drug overdose. She had taken a lethal dose of pills washed 
down by alcohol. Letters to the Times soon appeared praising her as an “outstand-
ing scholar, a sensitive and loyal friend and a brave woman who risked her life for 
her country.”1 She was well known as a commentator on European politics and 
her books and articles were once fixtures on the reading lists of students of 
international affairs and Eastern Europe, as well as undergraduates in the 1960s 
studying twentieth-century European history. Today she is largely forgotten 
and—except for a few specialists—her name mostly draws blank looks from those 
whose intellectual formation came later. The author of ten books, including sev-
eral of lasting significance, scores of essays and press articles, translations, and 
innumerable reviews, she was both prolific and remarkable for her breadth of 
expertise, writing with equal mastery about Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland, 
and Eastern Europe. Also, few could match her personal acquaintance with so 
many of the politicians, intellectuals, and officials about whom she wrote. As 
Leonard Woolf once put it: “You know more people than anyone else in Europe.”2 
She liked to describe herself as a scholar-journalist and as a woman was among 
the very few who achieved distinction in both these male-dominated spheres. She 
also spent the Second World War as a British intelligence agent in Switzerland, 
running agents and gathering information about Axis-occupied Europe.

A ‘Victorian’ born in 1899 a few months before the Boer War, Wiskemann’s life 
spans two World Wars, depression, the reconstruction of post-1945 Europe, and 
the Sixties—roughly speaking what many historians later dubbed “the short 
twentieth century.” She was a schoolgirl during the First World War, somewhat 
burdened with her father’s German surname. Then came Cambridge where—as a 
student, researcher, and part-time teacher—she flourished in the microenviron-
ment of Bloomsbury’s younger generation. She was not uncritical of Bloomsbury: 
its insular view of foreign countries precluded real understanding of their cul-
tures and populations, and the arrogant, unpolitical sensibility of some of its 
members was out of step with the 1930s. But for her generation, growing up in 
the shadow of the First World War, they were liberators, and Bloomsbury’s revolt 
against Victorian attitudes and sexual morality, its aesthetic vision, openness to 
modernism in literature and art, and its devotion to friendship had a lasting 
impact on her.
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Hoping for an academic career, Wiskemann embarked upon a doctorate, but 
found her ambition thwarted, not least by an unsympathetic male supervisor. 
Rare exceptions aside—like medievalist Eileen Power, the epitome of a stylish and 
successful “new woman” academic—prejudice against women in universities was 
pervasive and very few positions were open to them. Wiskemann’s career pros-
pects in Cambridge seemingly blocked, she was especially drawn to Paris and 
Berlin, fascinated by their avant-garde cultural scene and political turbulence; 
they seemed more open, freer, less constrained by rules and conventions than 
British society—places where a self-reliant young woman could test her mettle 
and “learn about life.” She loved travel, which in the interwar years was inherently 
‘modern’ and a little ‘daring’ for a lone female: “Fairly early I found myself want-
ing to get inside a country, wanting to stay in its homes, to live with its citizens 
and if possible speak its language.”3 From 1930 she began spending long periods 
in Berlin where in the space of a few years she reinvented herself as a successful 
foreign correspondent for the New Statesman and other journals—a remarkable 
achievement given that most female journalists were confined to the women’s 
pages of papers and very few covered political news, domestic or foreign. Her 
turn to journalism in Berlin in the early 1930s was propitious in place and time, 
but it took talent, unrelenting drive to find sources and research stories, and no 
little courage amid mounting lawlessness and Nazi terror. Her reports were detailed, 
cogent, and shrewd, capturing brilliantly the frantic pace of political events, even 
on those occasions when her expectations were mistaken.4 Like Timothy Garton 
Ash today, she viewed the crafts of history and journalism as closely related, at 
their best sharing similar virtues: “exhaustive, scrupulous research, a sophisti-
cated, critical approach to the sources, a strong sense of time and place, imagina-
tive sympathy with all sides, logical argument, clear and vivid prose.”5

The Thirties was in the eyes of many a golden age of the foreign correspondent, 
satirized by Evelyn Waugh and celebrated by Hitchcock. Central Europe espe-
cially was the arena of an outstanding collection of British and American journal-
ists who chronicled the Weimar Republic’s disintegration and the growing danger 
of Hitler. Among the British contingent were experienced men like Norman 
Ebbutt, F.A.  Voigt, G.R.  Gedye, and Marcel Fodor—men who had spent many 
years in Central Europe, were proficient in local languages, and were knowledge-
able about the culture, history, and customs of the lands they covered. The 
American correspondents included several—James Vincent Sheean, Dorothy 
Thompson, Edgar Mowrer, William Shirer and John Gunther—who became 
international celebrities. There were differences between the two groups. In the 
US, newspapers and broadcasting were booming and it was relatively easy for 
adventurous, untrained reporters to land jobs and assignments. Their readers 
were generally less knowledgeable about Europe and their writing was more per-
sonal, interpreting events as eyewitnesses. The British press was harder to break 
into, almost impossible without connections; money was tighter; readers were 
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mostly better informed; and articles tended to be drier, more factual, with less 
insertion of the reporter’s self. The contrast between Martha Gellhorn’s brilliant 
and personal report on Czechoslovakia in 1938, “Obituary of a Democracy,” and 
Wiskemann’s more academic dissection of the Sudeten German problem with its 
complex cultural and historical origin is a striking illustration of this.6

Always skillful in networking and acquiring influential contacts, Wiskemann 
found friends in both groups, but most important in her journalistic training 
were Ebbutt and Voigt, experienced journalist-activists who were intent on shap-
ing opinion and influencing national policy. She listened carefully, learned 
quickly, and through shared contacts interviewed many of the key political fig-
ures of the day. In addition to the consolidation of the Nazi regime in Germany, 
Wiskemann also reported in detail on the 12 million Germans living outside the 
Reich’s post-Versailles borders whom Hitler fashioned into a potent foreign policy 
weapon, and she developed a lasting interest in contested borderlands such as the 
Saar, the Sudetenland, Switzerland, and the Tyrol. Her sympathies lay with small 
states, often the victims of international and inter-ethnic conflicts; she studied 
demographic changes and pondered the problem of how multilingual, multi-
ethnic, and multi-confessional populations might construct stable and united 
polities. By 1939, remarkably for a freelance reporter, she had achieved an inter
national reputation for her articles and two highly praised books on 
Czechoslovakia and Nazi economic and political penetration of south-east 
Europe. Convinced already by 1935 that Hitler was intent on provoking another 
war, Wiskemann became one of the earliest voices admonishing Britain and 
France to rearm in preparation and a crusader against Chamberlain’s policy of 
Appeasement. As Julie Gottlieb has shown, the “male-centrism” of standard 
accounts of British debate about Nazism and Appeasement has marginalized or 
excluded altogether the vociferous and effective role played by numerous women 
activists, including Wiskemann.7

When war broke out, Wiskemann looked for a job in research, propaganda, or 
some facet of intelligence. The links between the British secret service and foreign 
correspondents were already considerable in the 1930s and her first-hand know
ledge of much of Europe and the skills she had honed gathering information 
made her an ideal recruit. And yet her war service was also somewhat serendipit
ous. After German forces occupied much of Western Europe and Mussolini 
entered the war, what began as a brief and vague semi-official assignment in neu-
tral Switzerland turned into five years working at one of the key “listening posts” 
for intelligence about Axis Europe. Several sources attest to Wiskemann’s success 
as an intelligence agent. Her experiences, which can be pieced together in some 
detail, illustrate the day-to-day work of an agent in the field, the contacts and 
sources she relied upon, her close collaboration with Allen Dulles and the OSS, 
and, equally interesting, the difficulties she encountered in her own embassy, 
reflective of both the internecine infighting between Whitehall’s covert agencies 
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and prejudice against an assertive female outsider whose position seemed anom-
alous. Most accounts of Britain’s female agents focus on the exploits of those like 
Violette Szabo, Nora Inayat Khan, and Christine Glanville who were infiltrated 
into occupied France by SOE; far less recognized are those like Wiskemann in 
Bern, Elisabeth Pares in Stockholm, and Nancy Lambton in Teheran who were 
posted to neutral countries and fed intelligence back to London.

The Allied victory in 1945 signaled the end of Wiskemann’s personal campaign 
to defeat Hitler and Nazism; this had been her continual focus for more than a 
dozen years. She knew that starting over in her mid-forties would be difficult, 
notwithstanding the reputation she had achieved in the 1930s as an author and 
foreign correspondent. Initially she moved to Rome where, as a correspondent for 
the Economist and the Spectator, she analyzed the birth of the Italian Republic, 
while also writing the first major study of the Axis alliance between Hitler and 
Mussolini. Her stay in Italy coincided with a particularly rich and innovative 
period in cultural life and she got to know not only most of the leading politicians 
but also writers like Croce, Moravia, and Carlo Levi. For Wiskemann and activists 
like her friend Ada Gobetti, the Italian partisans’ struggle against the German 
occupation 1943–45 was a “finest hour,” a morally transformative movement of 
purification and rebirth after decades of Fascism. And, while historians have 
become more divided over its legacy, viewing it as contradictory and ambiguous, 
Wiskemann never forgot the courage and possibility manifested in the Resistenza 
and she was bitterly disappointed, like most of her circle, at the early Republic’s 
failure to translate its social and political values into a concrete and viable pro-
gram for postwar reconstruction.

Postwar Wiskemann also remained very much engaged with Eastern Europe 
but, as Communist regimes took power, the kind of regular journeys she had 
made earlier became impossible, especially for a freelance reporter; perforce her 
journalism turned more and more to developments in Germany, Austria, 
Switzerland, and Italy while employment as a regular book reviewer, especially 
for the Times Literary Supplement and the Spectator, and work for Chatham 
House both paid her bills and burnished her reputation as a contemporary histor
ian, in particular as an expert on the Second World War and Nazi Germany. Her 
scholarly productivity was prodigious: including four books (effectively five if one 
counts her contributions to Chatham House’s Survey of International Affairs) in 
the dozen years after the war, one of them—Germany’s Eastern Neighbours—the 
first English-language account of the postwar expulsion of 12 million ethnic 
Germans from Eastern Europe. No stranger to controversy, her insistence that 
West Germany should accept the expulsions and the Oder–Neisse frontier with 
Poland as irreversible provoked a storm of criticism in West Germany. Famously 
opinionated and forever marked by the 1930s, she was highly suspicious of 
Germany and Germans, alert—arguably, overly sensitive—to the possibility of 
neo-Fascist and neo-Nazi revival; but in this too she shared the mindset of large 
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numbers of British contemporaries, particularly in their antipathy towards 
Adenauer’s Germany, something forgotten or downplayed in later years.

Wiskemann’s reputation as a commentator on foreign policy and a scholar of 
European history was achieved largely outside, or rather on the fringes of, aca-
demia. Approaching sixty, she didn’t expect to return to university teaching after 
a gap of more than twenty years. But life took an unexpected turn and she was 
appointed to a Chair of International Relations at Edinburgh (the first woman to 
receive a Chair there in any discipline) and later moved to the newly founded 
University of Sussex. British university life was changing in the early 1960s with 
the creation of several new universities, a doubling of the numbers of students, 
and—more slowly—an increase in women faculty. It was also in this period that 
International Relations and Contemporary History began to gain institutional 
presence in university curricula. Wiskemann’s writing in these years illustrates 
these changes, including four non-specialist books of contemporary history 
largely written for undergraduates, while her presence at Edinburgh and Sussex 
also reflects the importance of journalists in these two fledgling disciplines.

As a journalist, historian, and political commentator, Wiskemann focused on 
international affairs, and her opinions about British politics occupy little space in 
this book. Not that she didn’t have strong views, but detailed information about 
them has not survived. Early on she favored the Liberal party, but in the course of 
the Second World War her politics moved sharply left: the ravages of war and 
people’s sacrifices, she argued, necessitated sweeping social reform and a redistri-
bution of wealth, most of all in countries like Italy where disparities were most 
extreme. She also supported closer European integration and favored Britain 
playing a prominent role in this. Above all, her focus on European politics was 
defined by “the German question” and the threat of German power. Already by 
the time she went off to Cambridge, the Europe Wiskemann had studied in high 
school barely existed: the Habsburg, Hohenzollern, and Romanov emperors had 
been overthrown and the map of Eastern Europe was about to be re-drawn. Much 
of her later research and writing focused on the consequences of this geopolitical 
earthquake for the populations of Mitteleuropa and the German borderlands. She 
had strong political opinions and the issues she focused upon were highly conten-
tious. Examining this epicenter, whether in the 1930s or after the Second World 
War, “placed her,” in Mark Cornwall’s words, “in a no-man’s land where she was 
bound to be a target from many quarters.”8 The region, she felt, could or should 
have acted as an “essential hinge” or a bridge drawing together East and West 
Europe, facilitating economic and cultural exchange between them. At her death, 
however, the bipartite division between the West and a Soviet-dominated East 
seemed greater, more immutable than ever. With the implosion of the Soviet 
Union two decades later, debate about Mitteleuropa’s future was rekindled.9 
Wiskemann would have been suspicious of German conservatives in the 1990s 
who spoke of ‘the lost East’ and advanced a thinly veiled revisionist project, 
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and she would have embraced warmly Czech, Hungarian, and Polish liberal 
intellectuals (Havel, Kundera, Konrád, Milosz) who proclaimed a unifying 
common cultural heritage. Ultimately, however, she would have been disappointed 
by NATO and European Union enlargement and the failure of Europe’s new 
center to realize her image of an “essential hinge.” And, one might add, many of 
the disturbing features of today’s Europe—rising nationalism, the descent of East 
European states into illiberalism and authoritarianism, democracy under pres-
sure, and the international free trade regime under attack—would have alarmed 
her by their familiarity.

*  *  *

This biography focuses primarily upon Wiskemann’s individual experiences as 
journalist, spy, and scholar, but aside from the intrinsic interest of her life and 
writings, her story should also be viewed as illustrative of a whole cohort of 
women, born between the late 1890s and the First World War, who graduated 
from university in the 1920s and early 1930s. They came from upper-middle-class 
or aristocratic families, belonged to the first large group of women to gain a uni-
versity education, and—whether or not they identified as feminists—were the 
legatees of the recent women’s struggle for the franchise.10 Better educated than 
their mothers, influenced by debate about the “new woman” and the suffrage 
campaign, they sought greater freedom in many areas of their lives. They wanted 
careers and were in no rush to marry and have children. They were ambitious and 
challenged conventional expectations about women’s roles. The First World War 
shaped their early years, and they were attracted by the liberal internationalism of 
men like Arnold Toynbee, Gilbert Murray, and Alfred Zimmern and shared their 
enthusiasm for the League of Nations and the prospect of international cooper
ation. With few opportunities open in universities and the Foreign Service still 
closed to women, they looked to journalism, the BBC, pressure group organiza-
tions, and the agencies of the League to pursue their interests in international 
politics.

Several accounts in recent years have examined women’s engagement in inter
national affairs in the interwar period. As the hopes of the 1920s faded and eco-
nomic depression and renewed international conflict darkened their horizons in 
the 1930s, this cohort became active participants in debates about how to prevent 
another war and in the anti-fascist and anti-Appeasement movements.11 Some, 
like the Quaker cousins Jean and Tessa Rowntree, were active in international 
relief efforts and worked to get socialists and Jews out of Czechoslovakia in 
1938–39. The remarkable career of Francesca Wilson has also attracted attention; 
she took part in relief efforts in two World Wars, famine relief in Soviet Russia, 
the rescue of Basque children from Civil War Spain, and UNRRA’s massive relief 
efforts in postwar Yugoslavia.12 Doreen Warriner seemed to be on a fast track 
towards an academic career; her research focused on peasant societies in Central 
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and Eastern Europe. But in 1938, deeply troubled by the Munich Agreement, she 
gave up a Rockefeller fellowship, flew to Prague, and, through the British 
Committee for Refugees, began organizing the emigration of socialists and Jews 
whose lives were increasingly imperiled.13 The political activism of others like 
Elizabeth Monroe, Hester Pinney (later Hester Marsden-Smedley), Shiela Grant 
Duff, and Wiskemann herself was channeled through their writings as foreign 
correspondents publicizing the Nazi and Fascist danger.

The careers of a number of these women intersected with Wiskemann’s life and 
activities, although because of a paucity of personal records it is sometimes 
unclear how well they were acquainted. Aside from their shared political activism 
in the 1930s, their career trajectories evince several common features. First, the 
continuing importance of journalism. They wished both to enlighten readers and 
to influence public policy. Several, like Wiskemann, got their start as foreign cor-
respondents and many remained active as journalists and broadcasters for most 
of their lives. Indeed, a strong female network of alumnae from Cambridge and 
Oxford operated within the BBC.14 Another important formative influence was 
the Royal Institute for International Affairs or Chatham House, so named because 
of its location in the London mansion once owned by William Pitt, earl of 
Chatham. It was founded in 1920 as an independent institute to foster research in 
international relations and to promote public understanding of global affairs. The 
Institute was more hospitable to women than many university faculties, playing 
an important role as a source of research grants and publishing opportunities as 
well as a forum for meeting scholars and policymakers in their fields. All these 
women wrote for Chatham House journals, and Wiskemann’s early reputation 
owed much to a book that it commissioned.15 The same is true of Elizabeth 
Monroe, who became a leading expert on Middle East affairs, and both Warriner 
and Monroe seem to have gained considerable influence on its committees.

An equally important (and often neglected) shared experience was govern-
ment service in the Second World War. The significance of the war for men’s 
careers, including many academics, is well-documented, less so for professional 
women. The expansion of the wartime state offered unprecedented opportunities 
for those, like Wiskemann, with expertise in foreign affairs, especially in the 
propaganda, information, and intelligence agencies. For example, Shiela Grant 
Duff, author of a bestselling Penguin special, Europe and the Czechs, became head 
of the Czech section of the BBC’s European Service; Elisabeth Barker, daughter of 
the political theorist Sir Ernest Barker and a close friend of Wiskemann, moved 
from the BBC to Foreign Office Intelligence, eventually becoming head of PWE’s 
South-east Europe Directorate. Margaret Lambert worked for the BBC Austrian 
Service and then the intelligence service interrogating German prisoners of war, 
while Ann Lambton occupied a similar post to Wiskemann as press attaché to the 
British Embassy in Teheran where she was involved in propaganda and SOE 
activities.16 Recruited by the Ministry of information, Elizabeth Monroe’s 



OUP CORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FINAL, 03/10/22, SPi

8   Elizabeth Wiskemann: Scholar, Journalist, Secret Agent

organizational talents led to her appointment as head of its Middle East Division, 
while Warriner moved from the Ministry of Economic Warfare to PWE’s Cairo 
offices, helping to administer shipping and supplies for British forces in the 
Middle East, and then in 1944 joined UNRRA’s mission to supply relief to 
Yugoslav war victims.17

War service played a critical role for this group of women in forging important 
personal networks and shaping the future direction of their scholarly research. 
Wiskemann’s later writing was largely devoted to the era of the dictators, the con-
sequences of the Second World War, and the contested borderlands resulting 
from it. Margaret Lambert was editor-in-chief of the British series of Documents 
on German Foreign Policy, 1918–45. As a distinguished correspondent for Reuters 
and the BBC, Elisabeth Barker wrote two books on Balkan affairs; then, after her 
retirement in 1970, she published six more, returning to topics she once covered 
as a journalist now supplemented by recently released files from the national 
archives.18 Monroe worked as a foreign correspondent in the Middle East, cover-
ing every major story from Britain’s withdrawal from Palestine, Suez, the Iraqi 
and Jordanian revolutions, to the landing of American marines in Beirut in 1982. 
Her book, Britain’s Moment in the Middle East 1914–1956 (1963) remains a classic. 
Warriner became Britain’s leading expert on peasant societies, under-development, 
and land reform, publishing a steady stream of books, journalism, and reports for 
the United Nations and other international agencies.19 In the postwar years many of 
these women obtained academic positions, although—as in Wiskemann’s case—
their contribution to International Relations and Contemporary History often 
originated from outside or on the margins of the academy.20 None of these women 
is well known today. Warriner has recently received more attention but mostly for 
her heroic rescue work in Prague in 1939 and the fact that she alerted Nicholas 
Winton, the chief organizer of the Kindertransport, to the desperate plight of Jewish 
children in Czechoslovakia.21 As scholars begin to recover and re-examine these 
largely forgotten pioneers, their careers (including Wiskemann’s) provide a 
reminder that they were always there, hidden in plain sight.22

A collective biography of these women would be a fascinating project but 
impossible, I fear, because of the paucity of sources; they were mostly reticent 
about themselves, and none left much in the way of archival papers. Wiskemann 
also presents difficulties for a biographer.23 Her published writings are volumin
ous, but she left no diaries or formal archive and while she had many friends and 
acquaintances, she either didn’t keep their letters or destroyed them before her 
death. Also, the memoir she wrote focused on only twenty years of her profes-
sional life and is largely silent about her emotions, personal relations, ambition, 
and self-awareness. It described the Europe she saw as a participant observer, but 
one who wished to limit the participant’s self-exposure. Even photographs of her 
were hard to find at first. Had I embarked on the task earlier, it would certainly 
have been easier to fill some of the gaps or silences through interviewing her 
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friends and colleagues. But most had died by the time I began this project, 
depriving me of valuable first-hand recollections. Fortunately, many of Wiskemann’s 
acquaintances were sufficiently interesting or eminent to have left papers of their 
own which contain a good deal of her correspondence, now spread across numer-
ous libraries and archives.24 In addition, files in the archives of newspapers, pub-
lishers, private institutions like Chatham House, and official state agencies with 
which she was involved were also invaluable in piecing together a fuller picture of 
her travels and activities.

Writing this book has involved a good deal of detective work, searching for 
documents and unearthing biographical details. Wiskemann was, as her friends 
made clear, a very private person, “dauntingly discreet,” and reticent—about as far 
from today’s confessional mode as can be imagined—and so, unavoidably, gaps 
remain. I have mostly chosen to acknowledge them rather than substitute specu-
lation. But none of these lacunae, I think, would seriously alter the analysis pre-
sented here. As biography widens its scope, focusing less upon high politics, 
power, and celebrities, and especially as it attempts to recover ‘unrecorded lives,’ 
especially of women who were not particularly famous, so these problems of 
sources and documentation are inevitable.25 Almost nothing is known, for 
example, about Wiskemann’s brother and sister, while, despite many inquiries, 
I have been able to find little information about Marchese Francesco Antinori, the 
Italian diplomat whom she contemplated marrying in 1944. Few subjects attract 
more curiosity than sex, and the fact that Wiskemann remained unmarried 
invites speculation. Mark Cornwall has suggested that “her attitude to her gender 
was . . . ambiguous” and refers to her “unresolved sexuality,”26 but he provides no 
evidence and I found no lesbian relationships, only heterosexual affairs. Her 
friendships with women were mutually supportive at a time when and in careers 
where professional women were rare and prejudice and innuendo about spinsters, 
unmarried “new women”, and “business women” was rife. In 1966 when her old 
friend Martin Wight joked that she was a puritan (he was referring to her unre-
lenting insistence upon factual accuracy) Wiskemann disagreed: “I’m too fond of 
pleasure to be called puritan, and, although my lovers admired my purity (isn’t 
that different?) I did have them and felt no shame – nor do.” The memoir she had 
just begun, she assured him, concerned her views about Europe, not her private 
life: “In my old-fashioned way I abhor the way people now display what should be 
private.”27 Inevitably, then, my book is both less and more than a conventional 
biography. I have focused mostly on the public persona in an effort to show how 
her successes and disappointments, her political engagement, and her experi-
ences as foreign correspondent, secret agent, author, and academic scholar illu-
minate larger historical issues as well as more individual themes such as this 
woman’s struggle to earn a living, define herself, and protect her independence.
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1
Becoming a Journalist

From Cambridge to Berlin

The opening of Elizabeth Wiskemann’s memoir is unusual; she was clearly 
reluctant to provide much information about her family or her early life and shied 
away from personal exposure. In the first sentence she writes: “I am told that 
I  must begin The Europe I Saw by indicating through what kinds of spectacles 
I looked.” Three brief pages follow, providing a few bare details about her parents, 
her schooling and Cambridge studies, and ending with her second trip to Berlin 
in 1930. She omits her own birthdate, does not mention her father by name, and 
not until chapter six, and then only in passing, do we learn that she had two sib-
lings. Clearly uncomfortable revealing personal details, she preferred to restrict 
her experiences to those encountered after she reached the age of thirty. 
Friendships were always vitally important to Wiskemann, family far less or so it 
would seem. As a result, very little is known about her early life or her family: 
they scarcely appear in her writings, no diaries or letters have survived, and she 
seems to have lived a life very separate from them.

She was born on August 13, 1899, in the upper-middle-class London suburb of 
Sidcup, the youngest child of a German businessman, Heinrich Odomar Hugo 
Wiskemann, and his wife Emily, née Burton. Her father’s family came from Hesse-
Cassel; he was born in 1860, emigrated to London in 1880 to avoid conscription 
into the Prussian army, and married Emily Burton in 1888. Her mother’s family 
were of Welsh and Huguenot descent and Wiskemann adds that her maternal 
grandmother was the elder sister of Samuel Savage Lewis, who was for many 
years the librarian of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, and bequeathed his 
very considerable collection of gems to the library there.1 This maternal grand-
mother, Mary Bunnell Lewis (1826–1912), also married a very successful Ipswich 
wholesale grocer, Henry May Burton (1824–1879). Emily Burton was one of six 
children from that marriage, and two of her brothers, who were very prominent 
in Ipswich business and community affairs, were knighted.2 The Burtons were 
very prosperous, and Elizabeth’s Wiskemann’s mother grew up in some luxury in 
a large house with servants.

Elizabeth was sent to Notting Hill High School. This was a private day school 
(non-boarding) established in 1873 as part of the Girls’ Public Day School Trust. 
Her older sister Eugenia had been expensively educated as a boarder at Bedales in 
Hampshire and her brother George at Wellington College.3 Possibly the decision 
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to send Elizabeth to Notting Hill was indicative of a decline in the family’s 
fortunes, but her parents may also have decided that this excellent day school was 
more suited to their youngest child. The school’s annual magazine, now online, 
includes numerous entries for “Betty Wiskemann,” as she was called, and records 
her all-round success. Already in 1911 she was winning academic prizes and con-
tinued to do so—for general progress, French, Latin recitation, chemistry, and 
mathematics. In addition, she was a very active Gurney House member, taking 
part in the debating society and drama group, helping to raise funds for the 
Charity Society and aid for Belgian refugees during the war years, playing hockey, 
and becoming captain of netball and the swimming team. Her mother seems to 
have donated money for prizes, and in 1913 the recently founded ‘Deutsche Klub’ 
was pleased to have found a “sehr gütige Gönnerin” in Mrs Wiskemann. As a 
young child Elizabeth was taken to see her father’s family; otherwise her connec-
tions to Germany were few. There is no mention of ‘Betty’ in the Klub notes; her 
interests in her final years seem to have focused more on history, French, and 
Latin literature, and her academic success was crowned by a scholarship to read 
History at Newnham College, Cambridge. Elizabeth’s ties to the school continued 
throughout her life. Its magazine records that she was a member of the Old Girls’ 
Association [OGA], returned in 1922 to play hockey and tennis for the OGA 
against the school, and contributed brief notes about Cambridge after she left. 
Later issues followed her career as teacher, journalist, and author; she also lec-
tured at the school in the 1950s, and her death was recalled with sorrow at the 
prize-giving ceremonies in 1972.4

Her later years at Notting Hill coincided with the First World War when spy 
mania and anti-German hatred was widespread; shops were looted and wrecked 
and in parts of London crowds rampaged against people of German and Austrian 
origin. Elizabeth’s comment on this was typically understated: “It was very dis
agreeable to have a German name then. It was not, however, positively painful at 
school where I was known; it made one afraid to meet people one did not know, 
and it made one understand, without really being persecuted, what persecution 
feels like.”5 Although he had lived in England for thirty-five years, her father was 
briefly interned as an enemy alien and then released, but as late as November 
1917, Conservative MP Sir William Joynson-Hicks, a leading hardliner on intern-
ment, raised a question in the Commons specifically complaining that Hugo 
Wiskemann still had the use of a telephone.6 None of this could have been good 
for business. Early in his marriage Hugo Wiskemann appears to have run into 
financial difficulties, but he recovered and seems to have become quite prosper-
ous trading in chemicals at the London Wool Exchange. During the war and the 
early postwar slump, however, his situation deteriorated rapidly, so much so that 
by 1922 he was forced to file for bankruptcy; with liabilities of £20,885, he was 
forced to liquidate his assets, which included the furniture and his dead wife’s 
jewelry.7 In addition to the family’s more precarious economic situation, 
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Elizabeth’s success in gaining a Cambridge scholarship was overshadowed by the 
sudden death in March 1918 of her mother, only fifty-five years of age, in the first 
wave of the influenza pandemic, just seven months before Elizabeth went up to 
Newnham. This was a shattering blow: she was far closer to her mother than to 
her father, whom she regarded as weak and rather foolish: “It was my mother who 
was unusually intelligent and enlightened; my father followed in her wake as best 
he could.”8

The Cambridge that she entered was overwhelmingly masculine (about 9% of 
students were women). The women’s colleges, Girton and Newnham, were small 
and relatively poor. Women students attended lectures by courtesy of the lecturer 
concerned and some seated them separately and addressed themselves only to the 
male undergraduates. Women could not use the university library and, while they 
could sit examinations in many subjects, they were awarded special diplomas 
rather than formal degrees (this remained the case until 1948). Moreover, unlike 
in other British universities, women faculty at Cambridge had no share in discus-
sions about degree syllabi or the organization of teaching and were excluded from 
university posts. In 1897 a campaign was launched to fully integrate the women’s 
colleges into the university and to treat women and men equally, but it produced 
an angry backlash and the proposal was rejected. At Oxford women got full 

Figure 1.1.  “Elizabeth Wiskemann c. 1905, about six years old.”
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university membership in May 1920, although a quota was soon imposed to 
check the growing number of female students. Another campaign for equality got 
underway at Cambridge in 1920, embraced enthusiastically by many women who 
recently had been active in the suffrage campaign. After a bitter fight, however, 
the measure again went down to defeat the following year. Granting equality 
would have meant not only allowing women to obtain degrees but also bestowing 
equal status with respect to voting rights and the governance of the university. 
The vehemence surrounding the issue also reflected a broader backlash that 
developed in the immediate postwar years, shaped by rising unemployment and 
economic cuts. On the poll day in October 1921, angry male undergraduates 
celebrated by rushing to Newnham, where they used a handcart to batter and 
seriously damage the bronze memorial entry gates to the college.9 These events, 
which immediately caught the attention of the national press, ensured that the 
women’s colleges acted cautiously in the following years, anxious not to jeopard-
ize their hard-won but subordinate place in the university.

It had long been Wiskemann’s ambition to go to Cambridge and she flourished 
there, making numerous friends who remained close all her life. Rules about 
chaperones were still observed, although female students were on a less tight rein 
than before the Great War: “now two or more students might entertain young 
men in their rooms to tea, if permission was obtained in writing from the 
Mistress, the names and colleges of the students present being given.”10 And yet 
for most female students Cambridge was undoubtedly liberating: they were away 
from their parents’ homes with opportunities to make new friends and unaccus-
tomed freedom to organize their own lives. Socially Wiskemann’s Cambridge was 
what John Lehmann once referred to as “Bloomsbury by the Cam.”11 Some of her 
connections to Bloomsbury derived from her sister having gone to Bedales, the 
progressive co-educational public school favored by many liberal intellectuals. 
While attending Bedales, for example, the children of the aristocratic Hungarian 
Bekassy family had often stayed with the Wiskemanns in London prior to 1914. 
The poet Ferenc Bekassy had gone on to King’s where his friends included Keynes, 
James Strachey, and Rupert Brooke. A more important link, however, was Emily 
Burton’s close friend Ivy Gladys Pretious, who married the civil servant and 
industrialist Charles Tennyson.12 Ivy was the epitome of the Edwardian “new 
woman”; she was mostly raised by the barrister and positivist philosopher 
Frederic Harrison and worked as Emily Hobhouse’s private secretary during her 
campaign against “the methods of barbarism” being employed by the British in 
South Africa, herding Boer families into concentration camps. Before marrying 
Tennyson, as a single woman she attracted the attentions of several suitors, 
including Bertrand Russell and Lloyd George. The Tennysons often visited the 
Wiskemann home, as did Francis Birrell (stepbrother of Tennyson) and David 
Garnett, much beloved in Bloomsbury circles. In the months before going up to 
Cambridge, Wiskemann worked briefly at the bookshop Birrell and Garnett 
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opened opposite the British Museum which was frequented by their friends 
the Stracheys, Woolfs, Bells, Keynes, Forster, and other denizens of Bloomsbury. 
“I learnt,” Wiskemann wrote, “more about the art of literature and the other arts 
there than anywhere, even Cambridge or Florence.” At Newnham, Pernel 
Strachey, Lytton’s older sister, was a tutor and director of studies in modern lan-
guages and in 1923 became the college’s Principal. And among Wiskemann’s 
friends and contemporaries at the college were: Frances Marshall (later married 
to Ralph Partridge), Lettice Baker (who married the mathematician Frank 
Ramsey), and ‘Betty’ Norton, all with strong Bloomsbury connections.13

As she had at high school, Wiskemann stood out academically and especially 
enjoyed the special subject paper on the Enlightenment which she chose for part 
two of the History Tripos. Her sights were set on an academic career, although in 
the 1920s very few positions were open to women—indeed, finding someone to 
supervise their postgraduate research was not easy and they were eligible for very 
few research grants. The decline of her family’s finances also became a serious 
impediment since her father’s business was in crisis, leading to his bankruptcy in 
1922. Afterwards Hugo seems to have lived on what was left of his wife’s money 
and eventually returned to Germany, where he died in 1932. Elizabeth could 
expect no financial assistance from home and her relationship to her father seems 
to have become strained and distant. His failure seems to have reinforced her 
drive to succeed and to protect her independence.

Wiskemann got a first in History and then taught for a year at a boarding 
school for girls before embarking on a doctoral dissertation.14 She chose a topic 
in diplomatic history (a growing specialty in the wake of the Versailles peace 
agreements), focusing on the relations between Britain, Louis Napoleon, and the 
Vatican in the early 1860s, and worked first on Foreign Office documents at the 
Public Record Office in London, later traveling to archives in Paris and Vienna. 
Initially Wiskemann made good progress with her doctoral research. She applied 
successfully for a highly competitive Research Studentship from the Gilchrist 
Educational Trust in 1923 but had to postpone taking it for one year because of 
illness. In 1925 she applied for further research funding, but narrowly missed 
obtaining a Junior Research Fellowship at Newnham. The reports on her progress 
were good. Harmsworth Professor J. Holland Rose wrote: “She has displayed not 
only praiseworthy industry but also acuteness of perception to the value of evi-
dence and, in general, good judgment.” W.F. Reddaway of King’s, while noting “an 
occasional tendency to be slipshod or arrogant,” judged her work to be of per
manent value, “conspicuous for energy, lucidity and imagination as well as for 
learning and research”; he added: “I only wish that more dissertations were as 
readable.” The college Principal, Pernel Strachey, wrote: “I am very sorry that you 
have been disappointed about the Fellowship but perhaps you will be able to try 
again next year”; the College also awarded her £100 to help complete her 
research.15
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While revising her manuscript, Wiskemann began tutoring undergraduates 
part-time at Newnham and taught Workers' Educational Association classes. 
Time passed, and she also seems to have transferred to another doctoral super
visor, H.W.V. Temperley, one of the nation’s most distinguished scholars of British 
foreign policy. This proved a disaster. Temperley was well known for his difficult, 
misogynistic nature: “From the beginning,” his biographer, John Fair, wrote, 
“Harold seemed far more capable of romantic attachment to artifacts, literature, 
and ideas than to women.” His antagonism towards research students was legend-
ary: “One young lady amongst them,” Fair added, indicating in a footnote that it 
was Wiskemann, “once declared that in a moment of anger he threatened to kick 
her downstairs.”16 Having received little help or guidance, when she finally sub-
mitted her thesis in late 1928 it was awarded an M.Litt. rather than a PhD—a 
serious setback to her career aspirations, even though most successful male 
scholars in that era never embarked on a postgraduate degree. Her junior exam-
iner, F.A. Simpson, who became a leading authority on the Second Empire, later 
told her that he had a higher opinion of the manuscript but was too timid to 
oppose the senior professor. Like other middle-class women who attended uni-
versity in the 1920s, Wiskemann understood that they needed especially stellar 
qualifications; few attempted more than a first degree and most who worked after 
graduation became schoolteachers.17 Wiskemann always believed that she was a 
victim of her supervisor’s “serious resentment of an independent woman.” This 
reverse, Mark Cornwall suggests, fueled “a lifelong subconscious quest to prove 
that her qualities as an historian matched those of any professional male 
academic.”18

In these Cambridge years, along with tutoring Newnham undergraduates for 
their modern European and French Enlightenment exam papers, Wiskemann 
traveled regularly to the Continent both for research and for pleasure. Europe was 
cheap, sterling was strong, and she lived very inexpensively, often staying with 
friends. There was also a “magical holiday” (probably in 1926) with three 
Newnham friends on a commercial schooner along the Dalmatian coast. It was 
on this trip that she first encountered the novelist Richard Hughes (‘Diccon’ as 
she called him), who had already in his twenties published poems and criticism 
and had a play performed in the West End. Hughes was on an extended trip to the 
coastal areas of Slovenia and Croatia. It was Wiskemann’s first fascinated glimpse 
of an area, including Bosnia and Montenegro, which was to figure large in her 
writings; she also experienced first-hand the mutual hostility of Italian and 
Yugoslav frontier guards and the two nations’ bitter territorial rivalries over the 
Adriatic.19

Wiskemann’s social life at Cambridge was also very active, enriched by friend-
ship with a whole new crop of students, some with Bloomsbury connections. She 
was attracted to a free-thinking, free-living group, including Julian Bell, Julian 
Trevelyan, Michael Redgrave, Hugh Sykes Davies, Kathleen Raine, Jacob Bronowski, 
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Humphrey Jennings, and William Empson. Some, like Bell, were elected to the 
Apostles; others were aspiring poets, artists, critics, and writers. Their first literary 
efforts were published in Granta and the Cambridge Review, and they founded 
two rival publications for their poetry and criticism: Venture and the more daring 
and explicitly modernist Experiment.20 They also put a good deal of effort into 
resuscitating the left-leaning, anti-clerical Heretics Society, which had been 
founded in 1909 by the philosopher Charles K. Ogden, along with Keynes and 
Bertrand Russell, but by the mid-1920s had lost most of its older generation of 
aesthetes and philosophers. Unlike the Apostles, it was open to women, and it 
was in a 1924 paper to the Society that Virginia Woolf first made the proverbial 
assertion that “on or about December 1910 human character changed” (another of 
the Society’s invitees was Marie Stopes, the birth control campaigner and author 
of Married Love, 1918). Another Newnham participant, Margaret Gardiner, later 
a patron of the arts and left-wing political activist, has described the atmosphere 
of its meetings:

The Heretics on Sunday evenings, exempt from chaperons, was a splendid insti-
tution for us. It was an occasion for meeting friends and making friends and, of 
course, listening to distinguished lectures and lively questioning. Among the 
lecturers, I particularly remember Roger Fry – whom I already knew from my 
school-days – with his irresistible shaggy charm and enthusiasms. And Boris 
Anrep with his brilliant – and surely intentional? – misuse of English, and 
Gertrude Stein, looking and speaking like a disapproving governess, her hair 
severely scraped back to match her attitude to her audience . . . We were all, I 
think, vaguely socialist, but that was about as far as it went. The emphasis was on 
personal relations and personal morality: we were, indeed, the suburbs of 
Bloomsbury.21

Although they were more focused on avant-garde literature and the arts than 
politics, Marxism became part of the new Heretics’ discussions, along with 
Surrealism and Freudian psychology. Among Wiskemann’s close friends, William 
Empson, I.A. Richards’ prize student, was in many ways the leader of the group. 
He took over as President of the society in 1928. Flamboyant, brilliant, an incred-
ibly precocious scholar and poet, he was already completing his path-breaking 
work of criticism, Seven Types of Ambiguity, as an undergraduate and was about 
to take up a prestigious college fellowship. He projected, Kathleen Raine recalled, 
an “impression of perpetual self-consuming mental intensity” which “spellbound 
us all.”22 Charming, witty, deeply intellectual, a good conversationalist, and a few 
years older than most of her student friends in the early 1920s, Wiskemann 
became Empson’s first love affair, aside from his earlier homosexual experimenta-
tion. The affair, it seems, lasted for five months or more and Empson went so far 
as to arrange a lunch party in late February 1929 to formally introduce 
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Wiskemann to his mentor and tutor I.A.  Richards (who had assumed a 
quasi-paternal role in his life).23 Empson’s biographer, John Haffenden, gives 
a compelling description of her:

[S]he had real attractions, most notably a vivacious and even flamboyant per-
sonality, coupled with a devouring interest in European culture. An authentic 
intellectual and exuberant conversationalist, she knew how to charm and had a 
flair for cultivating distinguished people; equally, she was something of a snob, 
prone to push herself forward, selective in her attachments. (Among her other 
enthusiasms, she had a passion for the Bloomsbury circle and all it stood for). 
She was very kind to the people she collected but could be abrasive and unkind 
to the less favoured. All the same, if she could sometimes be prickly and quick to 
take offence, she was essentially a vigorous, ambitious, sensitive and warm-
hearted person who strove to meet the highest standards of intellectual 
endeavour.24

Haffenden’s description is nuanced and accurate; but if she pushed herself for-
ward, it was because she had to. As for her ‘passion’ for Bloomsbury, it was closely 
interwoven with the value she attached to friendship and her dead mother’s links 
to the group. Wiskemann later admitted that she somewhat idealized Bloomsbury. 
She cherished its equality between men and women, though its notions of eman-
cipation were sometimes too confined to conversation; it was also often arrogant 
and insular toward foreigners. But she wrote: “Never have I found a purer love 
of  virtue, wisdom, and beauty, a more genuine superiority towards material 
things . . . In the rapid confusion of ordinary life it is good to have known once 
that such candles burn.”25

For these budding Cambridge aesthetes, one of the major events of October 
1928 was the feminist lectures that Virginia Woolf gave at Newnham and Girton 
which were expanded and published as A Room of One’s Own the following year. 
In her diary, Woolf wrote somewhat condescendingly of her audience as “starved 
but valiant young women . . . Intelligent, eager, poor; & destined to become 
schoolmistresses in shoals. I blandly told them to drink wine and have a room of 
their own.” There is no concrete proof that Wiskemann attended, but I am certain 
she would not have missed this opportunity given her ties to Bloomsbury. 
Hermione Lee has commented that these “energetic college girls . . . did not think 
of themselves as disadvantaged,” but for Wiskemann, without money and strug-
gling to build a future, Woolf ’s message spoke to her reality, especially after the 
downgrading of her doctoral thesis.26

She was also soon caught up in a different crisis when college rules and 
Bloomsbury freedom collided. Empson and Wiskemann were not overly careful, 
and disaster intervened in July 1929. A college bedmaker found condoms in 
Empson’s room and reported finding him in bed with a woman. The authorities at 



OUP CORRECTED AUTOPAGE PROOFS – FINAL, 03/10/22, SPi

18   Elizabeth Wiskemann: Scholar, Journalist, Secret Agent

Magdalene College immediately took action against Empson: “The Master (with 
an air of melancholy conviction) told me that anybody who had ever touched a 
French letter, no matter when or why, could never be allowed with safety in the 
company of young men, because he was sure in some subtle way . . . to pollute 
their innocence”27 He was stripped of his fellowship and sent down for sexual 
misconduct. His mentor, I.A. Richards, was abroad on holiday and unreachable, 
and by the time he learned of the matter the expulsion was a fait accompli. To his 
friend Julian Trevelyan, Empson wrote: “What happened (since you ask) was the 
porters found a French letter in my rooms, and the bed-maker had also been very 
industrious at reading letters and so forth; let it be a warning to you, young man. 
I had no idea one was so officially spied on. It was high time I got away from the 
place; I shall do journalism now if I can.” Empson took pains to conceal 
Wiskemann’s identity and screened her from exposure, though how effectively is 
unclear. Cambridge is a small place, full of gossips, and the scandal spread rapidly 
throughout the colleges. I.A. Richards was incensed and complained to his fellow 
dons, Empson’s friends began holding protests, and, through Julian Bell, reports 
reached David Garnett and the older generation of Bloomsbury. The whole thing 
was an absurd tragedy and Empson was justifiably bitter, although he also 
reflected: “it has all been my own fault, and I ought to have taken decent care of 
another person’s interests, if not my own.”28 The Heretics had lost their leader, 
although Empson had lined up Wittgenstein as a speaker for the coming year and 
offered suggestions of others who should be approached. Keeping the Society 
going fell especially to Wiskemann and Julian Trevelyan (“Sorry to expose you to 
all the work”29); they sent out “a flurry of solicitous” speaker invitations and man-
aged to get Arthur Waley, G.E. Moore, and C.E.M. Joad to address its members.30

Julian was the son of the poet, playwright, and translator Robert Trevelyan and 
nephew of the great historian G.M.  Trevelyan; both his father and uncle were 
elected to the Cambridge Apostles and his father had close ties to Bloomsbury 
and had accompanied E.M. Forster on his first visit to India. After Bedales, Julian, 
like his father, became a student at Trinity reading English literature, although his 
real love was painting. Tall, handsome, with thick unruly hair, Julian cut quite a 
figure around Cambridge. In his own words, he “affected a great eccentricity”: “I 
would wear large black felt hats such as I imagined artists wore and I bicycled the 
streets in carpet slippers.”31 He devoted little time to his formal studies, focusing 
more on student clubs and magazines. “Our thoughts . . . ,” he remembered, “were 
more and more directed towards Paris of which Cambridge seemed a sordid and 
distant suburb. We refused to eat in our college halls but dined expensively at a 
very seedy French restaurant, and, as soon as the term was over, we would dash 
off to Montparnasse and its various gods and goddesses.” Unsurprisingly, after 
two years he abandoned his degree and moved to Paris in 1930. He soon Joined 
Stanley Hayter’s print workshop, Atelier Dix-Sept, working alongside Miro, Max 
Ernst, Giacometti, Angus Calder, Campigli, Vieira da Silva, and others; Picasso 
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was also an occasional visitor. Julian loved the conviviality and the collaborative 
practice of the Atelier Dix-Sept environment and soon his flat/studio at 7 Villa 
Brune became a crossroads for British and American visitors to Paris, including 
Cambridge friends like artist George Reavey and novelist Malcolm Lowry.32

As for Wiskemann, by 1930 she too was looking beyond Cambridge, although 
she could not give up teaching undergraduates, her sole source of income. She 
loved to travel, albeit on a shoestring, and had already visited France, Italy, 
Austria, and Eastern Europe. When her plans to go to Spain with friends during 
the Christmas vacation 1928–29 fell through, she accepted a Newnham friend’s 
invitation to visit her in Berlin. This was shortly after her doctoral dissertation 
was downgraded to an M.Litt. degree when, as she admitted, she was completely 
bouleversée: worried about her future, how she might pay her way and live inde-
pendently. Her first trip to Germany since being taken to see her grandparents 
before the First World War, it was crucial in shaping her future. She found Berlin 
both ugly, repellent in many ways, but also politically fascinating and before long 
she was returning to Germany as soon as her teaching obligations permitted. 
Hitherto, Wiskemann’s historical and cultural interests focused more on France 
and Italy than Central Europe. And even as she began spending time in Berlin, 
her love of art, theatre, and architecture, and her growing relationship to Julian 
Trevelyan, drew her to Paris.

Only Wiskemann’s letters have survived, many of them detailing plans to meet 
or travel together. Julian’s autobiography, written almost thirty years later, men-
tions her only in passing, and The Europe I Saw is equally restrained. She was ten 
years older than Julian, who was only twenty when he quit Cambridge for Paris. 
Shortly before a visit to see him in Paris, she writes in late December 1929: 
“My  tendre amitié for Paris grows – a refuge from all these Germans, Poles, 
Communists. And here I must confess that I wronged you at I Tatti and said I 
thought Cambridge would suck you in for its academic period.” She warns: “I 
shall be very wild in Paris.”33 Her letters are full of comments about art, museums, 
and the theatre. She eagerly crammed into her schedule in Paris “the new 
Giradoux put on by Jouvet,”34 loved the opera and concerts, and was given a tour 
of the Guimet collection by Gordon Luce, a friend of Arthur Waley and a scholar 
of Burmese art, which opened her eyes to Asian art and architecture. She was also 
eager to extend her circle of acquaintances: arriving early in Paris to have lunch 
with Julian and Cocteau, arranging to see Cartier Bresson, and writing to Julian: 
“I have Aldous Huxley’s address in Paris, so let us go calling upon him.”35 She 
describes her delight in seeing works by Dérain, Corot, and Picasso and lists what 
she is reading: Robert Graves’s Goodbye to All That, Robert Bridges’s long philo-
sophical poem, Testament of Beauty, and Thomas Mann’s novella “Disorder and 
Early Sorrow.” “I got back last night,” she writes to Guglielmo Alberti, whom she 
had met at I Tatti with the Berensons, “after a wild weekend in Paris with Julian 
Trevelyan and other friends. I enjoyed ‘Les criminels’ and ‘Amphitryon’ but rather 
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for the acting than the rest, I think. Piscator’s apparatus does mean that one gets 
the most brilliant production of things like ‘Les criminels’ in Berlin. I am think-
ing of the ‘Kaufmann von Berlin’ which I saw last September. Did you see the 
‘Dreigroschen Oper’ in Munich, I wonder?”36*1

Anticipating a quick visit to Paris in early April 1930, she tells Julian: “I am 
happy in our entanglement. But are you a Trevelyan and a Puritan at heart after 
all? You shook your head with an air of real depreciation at the idea of feelings 
getting the better of one. Surely it is all a delicate and exquisite juggling of balls, 
one is called intellect, another emotion and so on, and you must never drop one 
nor let another monopolise your attention for long.”37 En route to Berlin after one 
visit, she writes: “Darling Julian . . . I loved Paris before but not so passionately as 
now [sic!] to her caresses as to those of my dearest lover. Thank you a thousand 
times for this week of desire satisfied despite the fanning of the flames in cruel 
Berlin.”38 In early July 1930 they organized a secret (from his parents) trip, which 
she let him pay for, to Belgium and Holland to visit art museums. But there were 
also tensions. She was quick to take offence at perceived slights, especially if she 
felt she was being taken for granted, making it clear that she was “unwilling to be 
handed to your parents as a tonic they must swallow for their souls’ good.” She 
added: “Perhaps my greater difficulty is that I don’t know where you and I are. 
I suspect one of our differences of opinion here. You may well say does one need 
to know; it is certainly no epistolary topic.”39 Money and her need to make a living 
came up fairly often as she struggled to meet her travel and living expenses. 
Julian, like many of their friends, had the cushion of a private income, which he 
described as “very modest . . . but it seemed untold wealth to my friends.”40 When 
he pressed her to travel to Italy with him in September 1930, she protested, telling 
him not to sulk: “I always must be fresh in October or I could not get through it 
all. I suppose this is all very strange to a young man. But to women without £500 
a year who want to lead full lives I believe it is essential to think the thing out so.”41

In fact, she did not return to Cambridge. Instead, she decided to take a leave 
and settle in Berlin for an extended stay which turned out to be about nine 
months. “I wanted,” she explained to Julian, “a big city out of England where 
I could improve a language, get a little history written, and be able to earn some 
money. The last need dictates Berlin . . . If my pupils melt away, Berlin loses its rai-
son d’être.”42 Before she had stayed at a pension on Marburgerstrasse, a lively 
street full of clubs and restaurants frequented by artists and theatre people. 
Arriving in the autumn of 1930, she rented a bed-sitting room in a large apart-
ment on Bismarckstrasse in Charlottenburg opposite the opera house. It belonged 
to a woman of aristocratic family, now in reduced circumstances and highly 

*  “Les criminels” or Die Verbrecher by Ferdinand Bruckner (1929). “Amphitryon 38” by Jean 
Giradoux (premiered in 1929). “Der Kaufmann von Berlin” by Walter Mehring was first staged by 
Erwin Piscator in 1929 and was highly controversial for its depiction of Berlin in the inflation crisis of 
1923 and the lives of Jews in the capital.


