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WHAT WAS “WRONG” WITH THE OLIVIER SISTERS? 

 

JANE COSTIN 

 

 

 

Lawrence’s well-known “black-beetles” letter of 19 April 1915, to 

his close friend David “Bunny” Garnett (1892‒1981), contains a 

damning indictment of the four Olivier sisters, which is rather 

startling: “But the Oliviers, and such girls, are wrong” (2L 321). 

Lawrence was writing to Bunny because he was concerned that he 

was becoming involved with people whom Lawrence judged to be 

promiscuous homosexuals, prompting his instruction that Bunny 

“must leave these ‘friends’, these beetles … and try and love a 

woman”.1 But clearly, not one of the Oliviers. Yet Lawrence barely 

knew the Olivier sisters and they are hardly mentioned in his letters. 

 In 1914, Bunny gave a dinner to celebrate Lawrence and Frieda’s 

wedding and invited Daphne and Noel Olivier to the party; Bunny 

observing “both Lawrence and Frieda were extremely sociable and 

agreeable”, but there is no evidence Lawrence ever met Margery or 

Brynhild Olivier.2 In 1912, in banter with Bunny (who adored Noel 

from the time they met as children until her death in 1969, although 

they were never lovers), Lawrence claimed “I can feel Noel Olivier 

is an asphodel – I know she is” (1L 451),3 a few months later defining 

asphodel as a “conventionalised literary person” (491). But this is not 

a description one would readily apply to Noel. However, much later, 

in talking about Lawrence’s private flower symbolism, Bunny 

remarked that Lawrence used the term asphodel to describe a person 

“who was not quite, who was self-consciously not quite of this world 

and who was rather self-satisfied about it”.4 This is consistent with 

the association, Lawrence was probably aware of, between asphodels 

and the underworld in Greek mythology, and offers a useful insight 

into what he thought of Noel, but this would still not seem to justify 

the invective we see in his 1915 letter. Nevertheless, Lawrence was 

insistent, reiterating that the Olivier sisters were some of the “wrong 
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people” that Bunny should no longer mix with (2L 322). Which begs 

the question of what was “wrong” with the Olivier sisters? 

In discussing Lawrence’s confrontational letters, Mark Kinkead-

Weekes considers: 

 

The inclusion of Harold Hobson and the Olivier girls in the 

‘wrongness’ shows Lawrence’s objection to heterosexual as well 

as homosexual promiscuity. Harold’s he knew of personally. The 

Olivier girls were not promiscuous, but their neo-paganism led 

others beside Lawrence to think they might be. 5 

 

Yet this reading is problematic. Here, Kinkead-Weekes is referring 

to the fact that Hobson had sex with Frieda in a hay-hut during the 

time he was walking with Lawrence, Frieda and Bunny through the 

Alps on what Lawrence saw as his “honeymoon”. Whilst possibly 

unfair to the young, unmarried Hobson, and over generous to Frieda, 

Lawrence’s anger against him would, at least, be understandable, 

even though in Mr Noon Lawrence’s alter ego claims to be 

unconcerned by the event (MN 276‒7). Yet, bafflingly, Lawrence 

also extends his anger to the Olivier sisters. Kinkead-Weekes 

assumes Lawrence made the error, he points out, of linking Neo-

paganism to promiscuousness. But, as we will see, Lawrence was 

most probably aware of the chaste nature of Neo-paganism.  

More recently, David Ellis sees the “black-beetles” letter as “an 

untypical outburst of homophobic anger not easy to explain”, 

possibly “a reaction to his [Lawrence’s] own homosexual desires” 

and “prompted by his [Lawrence’s] strong affection for Bunny”.6 In 

this highly emotional letter, Lawrence’s unwarranted condemnation 

of the Olivier sisters is equally hard to explain. But it is possible that 

he was unsettled by these strong-minded, independent women.  

The strikingly attractive Olivier sisters, Margery (1886‒1974), 

Brynhild (1887‒1935), Daphne (1889‒1950) and Noel (1893‒1969), 

were the daughters of Sydney Olivier, a career Civil Servant in the 

Colonial Office.7 Sydney had strong Socialist views and was 

instrumental in shaping the Fabian Society; he became Colonial 
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Secretary to British Honduras, Colonial Secretary and then Governor 

of Jamaica, and in 1924 was raised to the peerage and made Secretary 

of State for India in the first Labour government.8 Their mother, 

Margaret Cox, came from a radically-minded family and supported 

women’s suffrage, but she favoured the Fellowship of the New Life 

(known as the Simple Life) rather than the Fabians.9 Through 

marriage, Margaret was related to the sculptor Sir Hamo Thornycroft 

and Edward Carpenter.10 Margaret and Sydney had many ties with 

the William Morris and Carpenter circles, and it was this background 

of utopian free-thinking and radical politics which was fundamental 

to how they brought up their four daughters. 

The girls enjoyed an unconventional, outdoor childhood that was 

divided between trips to Jamaica, where Sydney worked between 

1900 and 1913, and their main home in Limpsfield in Surrey. 

Margaret was inspired by her close friend Kate, who moved to Kent 

with her husband Henry Salt to live a self-sufficient Simple Life. 

Therefore, following Sydney’s return from British Honduras in 1891, 

the Oliviers moved nearby to Limpsfield, which was close to Oxted 

station so Sydney could easily travel to London. Although distanced 

from the village (and, significantly, from the villagers), the Oliviers 

soon had company as they attracted several other like-minded 

families to move into the area, including those of J. A. Hobson, 

Edward Pease and Margaret’s longstanding friend Constance 

Garnett, who thought the Olivier girls would provide excellent 

company for her only son Bunny.11 Through Constance’s 

connections with Russia, several Russian dissidents also moved into 

the area, leading Bunny to later describe this remarkable grouping of 

radical free-thinkers as “The Limpsfield Intelligensia”.12 

After the move to Limpsfield, Margaret employed Gertrude Dix 

to help with the children; a young Fabian, who “told them stories 

‘without morals’ and tried to apply ‘principles of freedom’ to their 

upbringing”.13 Thus, while “a good little Victorian girl was supposed 

to worry about pleasing others very much”, the Olivier sisters 

“learned only to please themselves”.14 Roaming freely in the woods, 

Noel and Bunny (who were near in age) became especially close 
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friends because “they shared a fascination with wildlife, collecting 

animal skeletons, stuffing birds and skinning rabbits together”.15 

“Noel liked dissecting small animals” and the girls were “hugely 

active children; robust, adventurous and blessed with parents who 

rarely interfered … there was no special novelty for them in outdoing 

the boys. They could climb better and exceeded them in physical 

courage”.16 Resembling their father in their pride and aristocratic 

manner, the girls grew up to be “independent and determined, 

unconcerned by the views and feelings of others … their air of 

disinterest made others uneasy”.17 The girls had little need of other 

friends as they had each other, the Reivilos gang (Olivier spelt 

backwards), Paul Delany observing that “Leading such unbounded 

lives, the children grew up contemptuous of established society”.18 

The three eldest girls were educated at home, Margery and 

Daphne going on to study at Cambridge University, where they were 

often joined by Brynhild for social events.19 From 1900 Sydney 

worked in Jamaica and in that year Margaret and the girls travelled 

there for a visit, a trip that was regularly repeated over the years. But 

in 1907, when Noel was fourteen, Sydney was made Governor of 

Jamaica and Margaret moved to Jamaica permanently to help him 

with his work. Therefore Margery, 21, was put in charge of the 

family in Limpsfield and Noel was sent to board at Bedales; an 

“advanced” co-educational school founded by John Haden Baldley 

that embraced Carpenter’s ideas of an outdoor Simple Life and 

encouraged “self-expression without anarchy, nudity without 

fornication” and “an ideal of rational comradeship between the 

sexes”.20  

Whilst the Olivier sisters had an unconventional upbringing, 

looking at the question of why Lawrence thought them “wrong” 

tends to raise more questions rather than a simple answer. As we have 

seen, Kinkead-Weekes suggested Lawrence’s comments were 

prompted by his assumption that Neo-paganism was intrinsically 

linked to promiscuity.  But, as Kinkead-Weekes recognises, this is to 

fundamentally misunderstand the ethos of Neo-paganism.  
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Delany tells us that “the Neo-pagans came together at Cambridge 

in 1908 … They were friends of Rupert [Brooke], and friends of each 

other”.21 Sarah Knights described them as a group of “young, 

creative, utopian, socialist idealists” who “enjoyed conversation and 

friendship, much of it outdoors. They channelled their physical 

vigour into swimming, diving and tramping the countryside, and 

revelled in beauty”.22 This pastoral escapism was founded on a 

romantic ideal of hope, with dreams of social transformation, and 

was marked by an emphasis on chaste communal nakedness; 

revealing the influence of Carpenter and Baldley. Bunny later 

explained:  

 

to fall asleep within a yard or two of a lovely girl without a 

thought of trying to make love to her was natural to me at 

eighteen. It was simply part of the social climate in which I was 

brought up and had nothing to do with innocence or its reverse, 

not a matter of morality but of manners.23  

 

Whilst Delany traces how these ideas emerged from the teaching of 

Thomas Arnold at Rugby School, he also emphasises: 

 

it was the paganism of Diana and Juno, of free thinking but chaste 

young women who lived as comrades with both sexes before 

entering a devoted and domestic marriage … But they drew a 

sharp line at sexual freedom … it was this restraint that allowed 

the Neo-pagans to continue as a stable group of friends for several 

years.24 

 

Nevertheless, Knights considers that such intimacy did instigate a 

“sublimated sexual frisson” that was “part of the enjoyment”.25 

Therefore Lawrence was wrong to condemn the Oliviers as 

promiscuous on the basis they were Neo-pagans. But it is also hard 

to think that he would make such a naive error because he knew many 

enthusiastic Neo-pagans, including Bunny, Rupert Brooke, Godwin 

Baynes, Maitland Radford, Harold Hobson and Rosalind 



Jane Costin, What was “Wrong” with the Olivier Sisters? 

 

 

216 

Thornycroft, several of whom were his close friends. Thus, to link 

Neo-paganism to promiscuousness, as Lawrence probably knew, is 

wrong and would seem to emerge from shame of the body or the 

puritan attitudes voiced by Lydia Lawrence, rather than the more 

liberal views Lawrence endeavoured to espouse. But what else could 

have prompted Lawrence’s condemnation? 

Kinkead-Weekes considers that in the furious “black-beetles” 

letter Lawrence wrote to Bunny “Lawrence’s charge was against the 

whole Cambridge and Bloomsbury set to which Bunny seemed so 

devoted, because of the confirmation … of how homosexuality 

seemed to go with brittle and irreverent talk, self-enclosure, 

sensationalism, promiscuity”.26 Therefore, could Lawrence’s wrath 

towards the Olivier sisters have been aroused by his assumption of 

their connections with Cambridge and Bloomsbury? That argument 

also has its flaws. In 1915, Margery was 29 and had long left 

Cambridge behind, Daphne had graduated in 1913 and had begun her 

career in education, Brynhild had been married for three years and 

Noel was at medical school in London. Although, like Bunny, the 

Olivier sisters had friends who were part of the Cambridge and 

Bloomsbury groups, they, again like Bunny,27 were always on the 

fringes of those groups, in their case, most particularly, because of 

their strong sibling bonds.  

Nevertheless, through Lawrence’s close friendship with Bunny 

over a number of years, it is reasonable to assume Lawrence knew 

more about Noel than he did the other sisters, which is reflected in 

his description of her as an asphodel. Therefore, it is possible that 

Lawrence’s knowledge of her provides the key to his condemnation 

of all the Olivier sisters. Although Lawrence may have admired 

Noel’s support for women’s suffrage, it is probable that he would 

have found her character challenging.  

Whilst Noel shared many of her sisters’ characteristics, she, like 

Margaret, was quieter, more self-effacing and more self-reliant; 

when Edward Garnett “decreed of her ‘Heart – hard. Hard as nails!’ 

it stayed with her. She ‘grinned with pride, and never forgot’”.28 Noel 

was the “first and most enduring love” of Rupert Brooke’s life”.29 
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They met in 1908, when she was fifteen and he was twenty, and he 

bombarded her with emotional letters until his death in 1915.30 She 

was also a crucial member of his Neo-pagan circle. However, whilst 

Bunny and Noel “shared an instinctive, unselfconscious paganism” 

this was something that Brooke and “the Cambridge crowd (mostly 

recipients of far stricter upbringings) could only attempt to 

emulate”.31 It may have been that Noel’s sexual unavailability added 

to her allure for Brooke,32 but their chaste relationship also frustrated 

him; he drifted into sexual affairs, becoming engaged to Ka Cox 

whilst continuing an emotional friendship with Noel.  This was very 

difficult for Noel, but it was her pride and self-reliance that got her 

through her heartbreak and, as their letters show, enabled her to retain 

the connection with Brooke that was important to both of them.    

Bunny described the sisters as “shameless”, by which he meant 

unconcerned by the opinions of others, but, as Sarah Watling points 

out, this was more applicable to Noel than her siblings.33 For 

example, Bunny describes mixed naked bathing at the first Neo-

pagan camp he organised in 1909:  

 

on Sunday morning the rustics of Penshurst came down and leant 

in a line upon the parapet of the bridge, staring into the pool in 

which we were to bathe. 

 “Come on,” said Daphne, “They’re not going to stop us.” 

 Nor did they. We bathed, ignoring them, and Noel, not to be 

put off from her high dives, picked her way along the parapet 

between the rows of wrists and elbows, politely asked for 

standing room in the middle, and made a perfect dive into the 

pool.34 

 

Today we would probably say Noel was her own woman, but 

Lawrence’s puritanical side might have baulked at her disregard for 

convention and other people’s opinions.  

Nevertheless, it was precisely these qualities that enabled Noel to 

have a ground-breaking career. With Bunny’s encouragement, she 

went on to study medicine at University College London which, for 
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a woman in the early twentieth century, demanded great 

determination and single-mindedness. In 1919, two years after 

qualifying as a doctor, she fell passionately in love with Arthur 

Richards and they married and went on to have five children.35 But 

most unusually for a female doctor, Noel continued her career. She 

dedicated her life to medicine, becoming a pioneering paediatrician 

and, later, appointed as Consultant Physician at Westminster 

Children’s Hospital.  

Therefore, it was Noel, the youngest and most self-effacing 

sibling of the remarkable Olivier sisters, who seems to have had the 

rare distinction of being feted and adored by one of the most 

influential members of twentieth century literary circles, Bunny 

Garnett, and reviled by another, D. H. Lawrence. We will probably 

never know what prompted Lawrence’s accusations of “wrongness”, 

it might have been a naive misunderstanding, or a wild accusation, 

or perhaps Noel was condemned for simply being herself; her “air of 

disinterest” making Lawrence uneasy. But one thing seems clear; 

Noel wouldn’t have cared a jot. 
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