
Dear Club Members,  

It ’s 100 years since the death of Gertrude Margaret Lowthian Bell (1868–1926). She was an 
English writer, traveller, archaeologist, mountaineer, linguist and political administrator whose career 
became closely connected with the Middle East during the final decades of the Ottoman Empire 
and the creation of the modern states that followed its collapse. Exceptionally well educated for 
a woman of her generation, Bell combined academic interests with extensive travel and 
archaeological research before becoming increasingly involved in British imperial politics. Her 
knowledge of the Arabic-speaking world eventually brought her into contact with some of the 
most influential political figures of the early twentieth century. 

Born on 14 July 1868 at Washington Hall in County Durham, Bell came from a wealthy industrial 
family. Her grandfather, Sir Isaac Lowthian Bell, was a prominent industrialist and Liberal politician, 
while her father, Sir Hugh Bell, was an enlightened employer who supported social reforms for his 
workers. The family's wealth gave Gertrude access to educational opportunities that were unusual 
for women at the time. 

Bell studied at Queen's College, London, before entering the University of Oxford. In 1888 she 
became one of the first women to graduate from Oxford with a degree in Modern History. Women 
at Oxford could study for degrees but did not yet receive the same formal status as male 
graduates, and Bell's academic achievement reflected both her intellectual ability and the 
opportunities provided by her family. 

After university, Bell began travelling extensively. Her journeys took her through Europe and 
eventually into the Middle East, where she developed a sustained interest in the region's 
languages, history, archaeology and cultures. 

She learned Persian and Arabic and eventually acquired considerable proficiency in several 
other languages, including French, German and Italian. Her linguistic abilities were central to her 
later career, allowing her to communicate directly with people across different social and political 
groups. 

Bell did not simply travel as a tourist. She documented landscapes, archaeological remains, 
architecture and local communities in considerable detail. Her observations were recorded in 
letters, diaries, photographs and books, creating a substantial historical record of the Middle East 
during a period of profound political change. 

Her travels also demonstrated considerable physical courage. In 1899 and 1900 she travelled 
through Palestine and Syria, and in subsequent years undertook difficult journeys across the 
Arabian Peninsula and Mesopotamia. In 1902 she made an arduous attempt to climb the 
Finsteraarhorn in the Swiss Alps, spending more than two days exposed on the mountain after 
being caught in severe weather. 
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Her experiences eventually produced several important publications, including Persian Pictures 
(1894), Syria: The Desert and the Sown (1907) and Amurath to Amurath (1911). 

Archaeology became one of the most important strands of Bell's intellectual life. She was 
particularly interested in the ancient civilisations of Mesopotamia and the Byzantine and Islamic 
architecture of the region. 

Her archaeological work was based on extensive field observation. She photographed 
monuments, copied inscriptions and recorded architectural details, sometimes travelling through 
areas that were poorly documented by European scholars. 

At Ukhaidir, in present-day Iraq, Bell studied a remarkable eighth-century Islamic fortress. Her 
research contributed to European knowledge of early Islamic architecture, and her photographs 
and notes remain valuable historical records. 

Bell's archaeological interests also brought her into contact with local scholars, administrators and 
tribal leaders. She developed relationships that later became important when her career shifted 
towards political and administrative work. 

Her archaeological career should nevertheless be understood within the context of European 
imperialism. Much early twentieth-century archaeology in the Middle East was conducted by 
European institutions operating within unequal political structures. Bell was both a serious scholar 
and a participant in the wider British imperial presence in the region. 

The outbreak of the First World War transformed Bell's career. The Ottoman Empire entered the war 
on the side of Germany and Austria-Hungary, placing British interests in the Middle East directly 
against Ottoman forces. Bell's knowledge of the region, its geography and its political networks 
made her increasingly valuable to British officials. 

Initially she worked with the British Red Cross in France, but in 1915 she was recruited to the Arab 
Bureau in Cairo. The bureau collected intelligence concerning the Ottoman Empire and the Arab 
territories of the Middle East. Bell's knowledge of Arabic and her extensive contacts made her an 
unusual figure within British intelligence circles. She became involved in gathering and interpreting 
information about tribal alliances, political leaders and conditions in Mesopotamia. She later 
worked in Basra and Baghdad, where her knowledge of local politics was used by British 
administrators. 

Bell's most consequential political work came after the First World War. The defeat of the Ottoman 
Empire left Britain controlling large parts of Mesopotamia. The question of how these territories 
should be governed became increasingly complicated, particularly as opposition to British rule 
grew. 

Bell became an important adviser to Sir Percy Cox, the British High Commissioner in Iraq. She 
supported the establishment of an Arab government under Faisal ibn Hussein, who had previously 
been proclaimed King of Syria before being expelled by French forces in 1920. In 1921 Faisal 



became King of Iraq. Bell played a role in the political processes surrounding the establishment of 
the new Iraqi monarchy. She advised Faisal and helped British officials understand Iraqi political 
structures, tribal relationships and regional divisions. 

Her involvement has sometimes led to the description of Bell as one of the architects of modern 
Iraq. Such descriptions, however, simplify a much more complicated process. The boundaries and 
political institutions of Iraq were shaped by numerous actors, including Iraqi political leaders, tribal 
communities, British officials, international agreements and the wider consequences of the collapse 
of the Ottoman Empire. 

Bell herself believed that Iraq should ultimately be governed by its own people, but she worked 
within the framework of British imperial power. This creates an important tension in assessing her 
career: she could advocate Arab self-government while simultaneously participating in a British 
system of political control. 

Bell's interests in archaeology continued after the establishment of the Iraqi state. She was 
instrumental in establishing what became the Iraq Museum in Baghdad. She helped organise 
archaeological collections and argued that significant antiquities excavated in Iraq should 
remain in the country rather than being removed to European museums. 

This aspect of her career is particularly significant because it contrasted with the widespread 
removal of archaeological objects from the Middle East during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Bell was appointed Honorary Director of Antiquities at the museum and worked on 
legislation intended to regulate archaeological excavation and the distribution of antiquities. Her 
work helped establish the foundations of Iraq's national archaeological collections. 

The museum would eventually become one of the world's most important collections of 
Mesopotamian antiquities. Sadly the museum suffered severe looting and vandalism during the 
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, losing thousands of priceless artefacts. Following extensive 
international recovery efforts and renovations, it officially reopened in 2015 and has progressively 
restored its galleries. 

Bell's career was remarkable partly because she operated within institutions dominated almost 
entirely by men. She could not vote in British national elections during most of her lifetime, yet she 
travelled independently across regions that many Europeans considered remote and dangerous. 
She conducted archaeological research, climbed mountains, wrote books, photographed 
extensively and participated in high-level political discussions. 

Her privileged social background was fundamental to this independence. Wealth gave her 
access to education, servants, travel and extensive personal freedom. Consequently, Bell's 
achievements cannot be separated from the class and imperial structures that enabled them. 

Her position was also unusual because she was neither a conventional colonial administrator nor 
an entirely detached scholar. Her archaeological interests, personal relationships and political 
activities frequently overlapped. 



Gertrude Bell died in Baghdad on 12 July 1926, two days before her fifty-eighth birthday. She was 
buried in the British cemetery in Baghdad. Her reputation has changed considerably since her 
death. Earlier accounts often presented her as an extraordinary British woman who possessed an 
exceptional understanding of the Arab world. More recent scholarship has examined her within the 
broader history of British imperialism and questioned the extent to which European officials could 
genuinely understand or represent the interests of the people they governed. 

Bell's legacy therefore contains several different elements. She was an accomplished scholar, a 
pioneering female traveller, an important archaeologist and an exceptionally knowledgeable 
observer of the Middle East. At the same time, she participated directly in British imperial 
administration at a critical moment in the region's history. 

Her writings are valuable historical sources, but they also reflect the assumptions and attitudes of a 
wealthy British woman operating within the imperial culture of her period. 

Gertrude Bell's importance ultimately lies in the unusual combination of scholarship, travel and 
political influence that characterised her life. Few women of her generation travelled so extensively 
through the Middle East, developed such detailed knowledge of its languages and archaeology, 
and subsequently found themselves involved in the political reconstruction of the region. 

Her life illustrates the opportunities available to a small number of highly privileged women in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, while also demonstrating the complicated 
relationship between European scholarship, exploration and imperial power. 

Your fibre this month is inspired by the Ishtar Gate, the eighth gate to the inner city wall of Babylon 
(in the area of present-day Hillah, Babylon Governorate, Iraq. It ’s complex history of excavation 
and exportation of artefacts represents many of the themes discussed.  

Katie 

Fibre Content- In case your parcel is missing the label 
13% Lotus Rayon,  
4% Stellina,  
83% Superfine Merino 

Further Reading/Watching 
Gertrude Bell 
https://www.rsgs.org/blog/gertrude-bell-daughter-of-the-desert 
https://www.civilservant.org.uk/women-gertrude_bell.html 
https://www.rsc.org.uk/blogs/whispers-from-the-wings/archive/who-was-gertrude-bell 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oHBLC5Tm_zA 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episodes/b095vnm7/letters-from-baghdad 

Ishtar Gate 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ishtar_Gate
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