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What had happened to our world?  Margaret Forster, one of my favourite 

British novelists, seemed to have driven away most of our group. I was 

puzzled. In 2006 we read her novel Diary of an Ordinary Woman and it 

was voted our second favourite book of the year. Times have changed and 

there are new members in the group but Margaret Forster is still a very 

good novelist. We all have different tastes and maybe historical fiction is 

out of favour. One of Forster’s skills is bringing historical figures to life. 

Lady’s Maid – her earlier novel based on the poet Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning’s relationship with her maid – has been much admired. Also 

recommended are her biographies of Daphne du Maurier and Thackeray. 

 

Keeping the World Away focuses on the Welsh artist Gwen John ( 1876-

1939). Gwen John’s brother Augustus John was also a painter. I didn’t 

realise until I was well into the story that the children, Gwen and Gus, 

were actually Augustus and Gwen John. Maybe for some the novel is hard 

to get into. Perhaps the story is slow to start - this could be a clue to its 

apparent unpopularity. But three of us liked the book very much and 

certainly didn’t find it hard to be drawn into the story. Many of the best 

novels ( especially Victorian novels ) take time to grip the reader’s interest. 

In my experience it’s always worth persevering for at least the first fifty 

pages. But I have been known to give up on a book  more quickly and it 

seems quite a few of us gave up on Keeping The World Away. Or maybe 

Gwen John did not seem interesting. 

 

Unfortunately for Gwen, she was only fifteen when her mother died. Her 

mother had artistic leanings and a warmer personality than Gwen’s father 

who was a rather cold and undemonstrative man. This could explain  

Gwen’s later passion for a much older man – the famous sculptor Rodin. 

Gwen was probably searching for a loving father figure. 

 



At the age of seventeen Gwen went off to The Slade to study painting, with 

her brother. Here they were taught by the famous Henry Tonks - the same 

Henry Tonks who was featured in Pat Barker's Life Class-.a literary 

coincidence that sometimes happens. I can imagine both Pat Barker and 

Margaret Forster doing similar research and not knowing about it until 

their most recent novels were published. 

 

After her time at The Slade, Gwen goes to Paris. She lives in bohemian 

poverty, works as an artist's model, and paints. She is cutting herself off 

from the world and losing herself in her art, "it was people, people who 

were alive, who caused disturbance in her." In her small attic room Gwen 

paints - and it is the small painting of this room, A Corner of the Artist's 

Room in Paris, that becomes the main character in this novel. We loved the 

idea of a painting being at the heart of the story - a painting that influences 

people’s lives and has a spirit of its own. It’s unusual to have a picture as 

the protagonist.  

 

As we span the century, we travel with this little painting through the lives 

of several women whose lives are all affected by the thoughts provoked by 

the image reflected in the painting. Gwen herself sometimes re-surfaces in 

the story, as these lives are loosely linked over the years. Coincidences 

abound but they are made obvious and deliberate and therefore acceptable.  

 

Each person's response to the painting is different - as they bring to it the 

perspective of their own life experience. Just like we bring our own life 

experience to each novel we read.  The stories of some of the characters 

absorbed our attention more than others, but all bring something new to the 

story as the painting brings something new to each of their lives. It was 

possibly too ambitious to include so many different characters – we 

sometimes were a little confused and couldn’t remember the details of each 

character. We differed in which characters we liked and disliked. But we 

liked the idea of a painting impacting on different women’s lives and that 



the painting would continue to be handed down from woman to woman in 

the future. A picture can live so much longer than its creator! 

 

The novel examines the artist's life - especially the lives of female artists. 

There are many women who paint and study art when they are young and 

do not continue to practice their art once they have a family - some come 

back to it when the children are grown but many do not.  We discussed 

how hard it is for women to break free from domestic responsibilities - 

how important it is for women to have space for themselves and how rare 

this seems to be. A man often has a study for his personal use, a woman 

often has to work on a kitchen table or in a small corner of a room. Our 

work generally takes second place to our children. Our creativity is 

squeezed between childcare, our jobs, housework and producing daily 

meals.  

 

This situation has been  recognised in Germany by the creation of the 

Gabrielle Münter prize awarded to female artists aged over 40. Female 

artists in the GDR had an easier time – state childcare was widely available 

to them and women were recognised as equal to men. Since unification 

many women artists have struggled. 

 

We are also made to think about the lives of artists - does the artist need a 

calm and ordered life in order to work? Is it a myth that strife and anguish 

contribute to artistic brilliance? I expect it is as different for each person as 

their work is different. 

 

Each of the owners - the custodians - of the little painting question 

themselves. They question how to manage their lives. As one lies in bed 

looking at her picture in the morning light, she thinks  

"It was only possible to be tranquil if there were no people around…but if 

so, was not existence rendered barren, loveless?" 

 



Each of the women we meet in this novel ask similar questions, the 

painting appears to some to say  

"let life be simple",  

that one could "keep the world away" but that we also need people, to love 

and be loved. That "the world could not be kept away, not entirely, if one 

wished to be happy."  

As one young painter expresses the need to do "more than just put paint on 

canvas" each of the characters in this novel want to do more with their own 

lives than just live. Is the painting encouraging them to seek the 

unobtainable?  

 

Gwen John created the painting to convince her lover Rodin that she had 

achieved tranquility and a sense of her own worth. Rodin tells her how he 

wants her to behave and she strives to be the kind of woman that he wants.  

Gwen’s obsessive and passionate affair with the much older and famous 

Rodin dominated her life. She spent hours waiting for him to come to her, 

fearing if she left her room for a few minutes, she would miss his visit. 

This is a kind of madness. Falling madly in love is true. We are not rational 

at the all-consuming beginning of an affair. We have problems in  leading 

our daily lives. The mistress is often left waiting and tormented  with 

longing for her lover. She is often crazy with love and unable to function 

normally. Her power as the mistress is limited. 

 

The irony is that Gwen John painted the picture to give the impression that 

she is calm and independent - yet she is not at all. One character Lucasta is 

able to achieve the aim of the painting. She realises her lover Paul is 

interfering with her calm and focused life as a painter and chooses to part 

from him. She plays the role of the typical male lover, discarding the lover 

when he threatens to get in the way of her work. Gwen John would never 

have had the will to do this. We are given the impression that she yearns 

for Rodin for the rest of her life. She remained a solitary figure after the 

end of the affair. Her paintings are mainly of solitary female figures. Her 



most endearing ones are of her cats - one can feel her affection for them . 

But cats are notoriously solitary creatures too.  

 

Forster implies that rooms have “ souls.” We agreed that where we live has 

an impact on our wellbeing. Rooms have energy – we pick up on a sense 

of the people who have lived in them before us. Sometimes these feelings 

can be negative and make it impossible for us to live comfortably in certain 

rooms. In Japan this is absolutely accepted  that rooms have “chi”- energy. 

In the West we can be more sceptical. Although I have personally 

experienced living in places that have had had negative energy. We agreed 

that as women it is important to us to express our personalities in our living 

space. Most men are not so concerned about this, apart from gay men, who 

are often experts at creating stylish and beautiful homes. 

 

There is a charming tradition in Japan. Paintings are seasonal and changed 

over to fit each season. In modern times this only happens in the offices of 

wealthy companies like Panasonic. It would be too expensive for everyone 

to do this at home. Japanese rooms also tend to be more minimalist than in 

the West, where we have a tendency to be more cluttered with our 

possessions. The Chinese practice of feng shui is also popular in Japan. 

Furniture is arranged to bring productivity. ( Clutter reduces the chance of 

success) Beds are placed to be conducive to restful sleep. We could learn a 

lot from these eastern methods. 

 

Does Keeping The World Away show that art cannot be a woman’s whole 

world but can be a man’s? There are very few successful female artists. 

The romantic notion of an artist having to struggle and live in a garret still 

exists today. Gwen John did not achieve success in her lifetime. Her 

brother Augustus John was more famous than she was. Her paintings were 

only given the recognition they deserved in the 1980s. She is hailed today 

as a more talented artist than her brother but how many of us would be 

happy with posthumous fame? If Gwen John had married and had children 

- would she have still painted? We can’t know the answer to that question. 



But we can be sure that she would have found it more difficult to find the 

time and space to paint.  

 

I’m off to the Tate gallery next time I’m in London to take a look at A 

Corner of the Artist's Room in Paris. I’m intrigued to find out if it will 

have a profound impact on me! 

 

Recommended – it’s an original idea to have a painting as the main 

character of a story - a fascinating and stimulating read based on the 

life of Gwen John.  But beware - some of us kept away- so obviously 

not to everyone’s taste. 

 

 


