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nadia hebson

winifred knights

winifred knights (1899–1947), little known 
British painter, was the first woman to hold a Rome 
Scholarship. In the 1920s she forged a path that 
married Continental modernism with an austere 
British figuration. Considered to be one of the rising 
stars of her generation, she represented Britain at the 
Paris Exposition of 1925. Her early death at 47 and a 
chronically slow painting process – a total of just 
seven finished paintings throughout her career – has 
resulted in an obscure reputation.

What Knights actually left behind was a discrete 
and expanded legacy. Comprising of not only an 
intense but diminutive body of work, but also an 
intelligent and frank correspondence, a scattering of 
keenly felt observations and the careful documenta-
tion of a persona; manifested through the design and 
making of clothing and props, employed both in her 
paintings and the navigation of every day life. If her 
body of work is recast to include the paintings, the 
clothing, interior design and the correspondence, a 
very different legacy emerges from the one she is 
currently ascribed. 
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Knights studied at the Slade School of Art, 
University College London from 1915 to 1917 and 
from 1918 to 1920; a prize-winning student, she was 
shortlisted for the Rome scholarship in 1920. “The 
Deluge,” now held in the Tate collection, was her 
scholarship submission. Four shortlisted artists had 
two months to prepare a painting on the theme of the 
deluge. Judged by a panel including Henry Tonks, 
John Singer Sargent and Philip Wilson Steer, along 
with other Slade luminaries, Knights’ submission 
won her the Prix de Rome without competition. A 
prestigious prize, the awarding of the scholarship was 
followed by a flurry of publicity and even at this early 
stage in her career, Knights’ distinct dress received 
attention. The Daily Sketch ran a regular feature 
entitled “We Take Our Hats Off To” and on October 6, 
1920 the paper included a photograph of Knights 
with the caption “For Looking The Part As Winner Of 
The Rome Scholarship in Decorative Painting,” 
continuing with “her appearance accords in every 
particular with the decorative canons laid down by 
the most up-to-date art circles.” Later when the 
competition works were shown at the Royal Academy 
in February 1921 and “The Deluge” along with a 
photograph of Knights made the front page of The 
Daily Graphic with the caption: “Girl Artist Remodels 
the Flood” … “The ark suggests the modern concrete 
buildings, and the figures are those of present-day 
men and women. Critics declare the painter a 
genius!” The figures indeed were present-day men 
and women clad in Knights’ distinct dress, and in 
later works particularly those made during the tenure 
of her scholarship, the stylized clothing played a key 
role in setting the paintings’ acute tone.

Knights’ Rome scholarship ran from 1920–23, 
during which time she was resident at the British 
School in Rome and Anticoli Corrado, thirty kilome-
ters outside Rome. The purpose of the newly instated 
scholarship was to instruct young painters in the art 
of decorative mural painting through a study of 
Italian Quattrocentro painting. Both Sargent and 
Tonks believed this instruction would foster a new 
school of decorative painting that would result in 
public commissions, predominantly for municipal 
buildings, across Great Britain. For a short time this 
vision of the elder statesmen of the British Art estab-
lishment flourished; the majority of ex-Rome scholars 

received notable commissions back in the UK. 
However, for Knights these mural commissions never 
materialized. The same egalitarian view that allowed 
her to study at both the Slade and the British School 
at Rome did not follow into her professional life, and 
twinned with her chronically slow process, the career 
of a decorative mural painter was not a path open to 
her. However other non-mural commissions did 
follow, most notably a painting for The Milner Chapel 
at Canterbury Cathedral.

 Throughout the majority of her time at the BSR, 
Knights maintained a frank and detailed correspon-
dence with her mother, Mabel Knights’ and her aunt, 
social reformer Millicent Murby. The correspon-
dence, now housed at the UCL Archive details a 
young woman’s entrée into an exotic and highly social 
environment. With a levelheaded seriousness 
Knights finds her footing in the complex academic 
setting and in effect creates a persona through her 
distinct choice of clothing and her ebullient but 
serious manner. Throughout the correspondence, 
Knights carefully details and often illustrates a 
number of the outfits she designed, assembled or 
made. Outfits for everyday studio wear/working, 
along with formal dresses, evening wear and cos-
tumes for the many fancy dress parties and balls held 
at the BSR and other academies in Rome. From the 
start of her career Knights clothed the figures in her 
paintings and drawings in these ensembles. The 
clothes are characterized by their subtle colors, 
unusual fabrics and understated design. Crucially 
Knights’ palette runs through the clothing to the 
paintings and this visual scene setting is key to the 
paintings often austere but sensuous tone. 

What status do we ascribe this clothing now? If 
Knights were working today, the outfits would 
undoubtedly stand as works in their own right. In 
reconsidering Knights’ legacy, it seems vital that the 
clothing she employed is brought into play. While 
reading a duplicate of the correspondence held at the 
BSR archive, I came across notes of a previous 
researcher working in the 1990s. The commentary 
states that there is little to be found in the letters “...
just a great deal of dancing and dressing up.” To 
underplay the clothing’s importance is to misrecog-
nize the complexities, strengths and ultimately the 
subtext at play in the paintings themselves. In a total 

Winifred Knights, ‘The Deluge’, 
1920
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I’m here in the middle distance, mid-career, teaching job, 
childless by choice, in the studio figuring out what paint-
ing could be. Way out on the periphery, you may not know 
my practice, but you may recognize me: unusual clothes, 
subdued colors, men’s shoes. I always give the same rejoin-
der about my shoes.

None of my details matter as they are coordinates 
that may or may not explain a real or inferred connection 
to the painter Winifred Knights. 

Look at this photograph: 
Studio 6, British School at Rome 1921. Straw hat, 

lute, birdcage and a reproduction of Antonella da 
Messina’s Portrait of a Youth. The young woman seated 
at the easel contemplates a drawing in progress, a study 
for the larger incomplete work.

[…] I’ve stood on the highest balcony of Villa Medici 
in the small hours and at some point later in the day 
momentarily glanced at Antonella da Messina’s youth 
and whilst the pairing of a grey linen skirt with a 
discrete cambric blouse makes perfect sense to me 
the painting remains unfinished…

I know Messina’s portrait of a youth, Studio 2, 
British School at Rome, January 2008, I had a copy with 
me. Why? Clear-faced, quiet tension, a rim of linen 
against a fleshy neck: skin, tears, curls against sweaty 
foreheads, grey marl, dead black, laid light, every inch 
desire. You know I know precise northern European 
paintings aren’t about the narrative. 

Arriving in Rome in 1921, are you in a state of 
perpetual excitement? At twenty, you are an exemplar of 
maturity and discretion as your guardians define it; your 
masterpiece The Deluge repeats it, slatten grey, geomet-
ric forms drag the eye from left to right. Continental 
modernism meets a complex British figuration. The 
world is tilting. A dull light catches a series of flat dead 
planes, the eye scans back across the immersion. Near 
silent. Figures step into their own shadows. 

Is the background the past, seemingly exhausted and 
the foreground this precise moment?

I now know that that’s you standing right of center, 
self-portrait in a grey dirndl – or are they culottes? A 
plain center parting, hair fixed in a coiled bun at the nape 
of your neck, faintly austere I thought at first. I misun-
derstood. Make sense of the details. 

I am scanning the photograph of you and Barbara 
Hepworth at leisure in the cortile, she’s yet to form, a 
slight figure blinking in the Roman sun, clothed in gauzy 
Edwardian shift, the conservatism of youth. You’ve 
broken free, complex like your painting, eluding categori-
sation. In your correspondence it reads as if things make 
perfect sense, paintings don’t take five years to complete. 
Your later doubts remain a long way off: The impossibility 
of painting? The ridiculousness of picture making? Too 
clever or not stupid enough to be just a long-game 
painter? At this moment I need to tell you the other 
resident artists (all men, all mediocrities) need to be kept 
at bay. 

March 22, 1922, you describe a humorous incident 
that had occurred near the Spanish Steps a week previ-
ously. Two young men accost you, both painters; you must 
surely be an artist’s model, those extraordinary clothes. In 
six languages they persist. Grey green convent coat, black 
stand collar, drawn at the neck, breast and hips, three 
neat rows of ebony buttons, sleeves taut to the wrist, from 
hips to calf, a perfect bell of worsted fabric. Charcoal 

of seven completed large-scale works, Knights’ 
self-portrait features in six. The body of work repre-
sents a sense making of an individual’s concerns, 
observations, and experiences as they progress 
through a brief life. While in all likelihood, Knights 
would not herself have named the costuming as a 
practice, it is key in understanding her edifice and by 
extension the breadth of her legacy.

Although Knights’ scholarship came to an end in 
1923, she continued to live and work at the BSR 
during 1924–25, where she formed a relationship 
with fellow Rome scholar Thomas Monnington. 
Knights and Monnington were married in Rome on 
April 23, 1924 and while Mrs. Monnington was 
present, Knights wed without the full support of her 
family. The correspondence held at the BSR, itself a 
facsimile of the UCL correspondence, becomes 
sporadic after Knights’ marriage to Monnington. It 
appears that the confidences shared in the earlier 
letters with mother and aunt are now shared between 
husband and wife and hence rarely committed to 
paper. Knights and Monnington returned to the UK 
in December 1925 and January 1926 respectively. 
Setting up home and studio in London and while 
commissions and teaching ensued for Monnington, 
and to some degree for Knights, they struggled 
financially. 

As early as 1921 Knights acknowledged a frustra-
tion with the slowness of her working process; 
defined by a scrupulous draughtmanship, each 
element within the larger paintings was painstakingly 
condensed from a number of preparatory drawings. 
Architecture, figures, landscape were all carefully 
transcribed from life and as Knights’ career contin-
ued, the paintings took increasingly longer to 
complete. Her last commission for the Milner Chapel 
at Canterbury Cathedral took five years from 1928 to 
1933. A process characterized by a focused, cumula-
tive looking must have undoubtably been hard to 
maintain after the birth of her son, John Monnington 
in 1939. Although John Monnington was only eight 
when his mother died, he vividly recalls her drawing 
daily. During this time Knights also advised on the 
interior decoration of Eltham Palace, the Courtauld 
family’s art deco residence in South London. In a 
period where an artist’s career was defined by narrow 
creative parameters Knights’ output didn’t fit. Her 

early death in 1947 has compounded her obscurity, 
and without a later body of work to frame the early 
career, her creative legacy has been little regarded. 

My own introduction to Knights’ oeuvre started 
with a single photograph seen while on a scholarship 
at the British School of Rome in spring 2008. Taken in 
1921 during Knights first months in Rome, the photo-
graph acts as both an assertion and an invitation. In 
considering this image it was somehow no surprise to 
find a practice that moved beyond established defini-
tions particularly beyond early 20th century 
definitions. Knights both struggles with and enjoys 
the possibilities of her femininity and her work for me 
is shot through with a cognizance and self-reflexivity 
that connects it to now. Knights knows we are looking 
at her but her gaze shifts back to the work in hand, we 
must consider her in the act of looking and thinking.
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Winifred Knights, ‘The Marriage at Cana’, 
1921

picture hat, high heels and a ferruled cane. The get-up is 
audacious. With a grin, you reply when would you have 
time to sit, you’re an artist in your own right. Not to 
reduce you to a tableaux of outfits against an early 20th 
century backdrop. But I do you a disservice if I skim over 
this as some inconsequence, those daily acts of toilette, the 
precise designing and fabricating of the clothes or are they 
costumes? This careful measuring of a persona. Your 
modest thrill at your headway in the world, a patient 
receiver of persistent compliments, that consistently 
misunderstand and misrecognize the quarter you hold 
(your depth, your seriousness, your facility, perfectly 
sentient – all spelled out in the paintings). These things: 
jackets, bust bodices, shirts, stockings, hats are and are not 
just clothes but no one around you can take this thought, 
this possibility any further. I surprise myself when I name 
this as your life’s real misfortune; from here it casts a long 
shadow. 

The scenario at the Spanish Steps isn’t a solitary 
incident your correspondence and the recollections of those 

who knew you name many more. Harlequinade, dancing 
in the library, standing naked in your studio in front of 
the borrowed mirror. You are an improbable thing, 
self-styled, here and then gone. At that moment beyond 
comprehension, beyond your own comprehension. Quietly 
announcing your presence in the world through a series of 
complex but discrete actions. Cutting a dash that focuses 
attention and garners respect is an intelligent move, 
conscious or not. 

From 1921 to 1925 all constituents for you are in 
balance: self-belief, facility, sense, health, and the atten-
tion of others. Your strength as a painter is to coolly meld 
your own narrative into distilled taut scenes. Level-
headed and precise, somehow this is a compliment. Yes, 
Spencer, a hint of De Chirico, but above all Piero, whose 
women manage to out-manoeuvre the one dimension. 
How apt. By being present in all your paintings (and a 
great deal of your contemporaries) you are the axis from 
which the tone proceeds. 

Space marked and truncated by precise geometric 
forms, terracotta foreground flat to the eye limned 
with shifting black diagonal (irrigation ditch). Outside 
under dense ilex an austere meal takes place. Women, 
men, seated in squared opposition. Coral pink ellip-
ses pattern across a blue linen tablecloth. Distilled 
narrative sense where the least important element is 
the story. Look to the right, not the left. Branch coral 
necklace traces the nape of a neck, hand rests on the 
tables edge, table rests on the terracotta floor, floor 
bisected both in the foreground and left hand mid-
ground by disturbed aqueous line. Tension forms in 
the conversation, the forms in conversation, the smell 
of last night. Index finger, loose in your hairline 
recalls the tear of the zip, the zip’s snag of your hair. 

In the architecture of the paintings there are 
gaps, physical, where one world ends and another 
begins. Sometimes bridged and sometimes not, by 
hovering forms that cast a direct shadow onto the 
ground below. Two feelings are irreconcilable. Formal 
devices reduce the world to planes of complimentary 
colours: rust finds its opposite in a peerless sapphire, 
aubergine skirts a slub grey. Tone to emotion as mute 
bone walls catch the last light of the evening sun. 

Elements of the paintings become irresolvable. 
Bare linen, reverse silhouettes mark this shift in 
psychology. I need to tell you this painterly device 
makes perfect sense. A metered image complete from 
seam to seam is a thin excuse. As dull as pewter. 
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