Gertrude Bell: Explorer, Archaeologist, Political Architect, and Contested Legacy

l. Introduction

Gertrude Margaret Lowthian Bell (1868-1926) stands as a figure of immense and multifaceted
historical significance. An Englishwoman who defied the strictures of Victorian society, she
forged an extraordinary career as an archaeologist, spy, Arabist, linguist, author, poet,
photographer, renowned mountaineer, and, most notably, a pivotal architect in the British
Empire's reshaping of the Middle East, particularly in the creation of modern Iraq." Her
influence was such that she was, at one point, considered the most powerful woman in the
British Empire, a crucial and often controversial force in the complex political theatre of the
Middle East during and after the First World War." Bell's life was characterized by a
breathtaking range of activities, from achieving top academic honors at Oxford and
undertaking perilous desert expeditions to engaging in high-stakes diplomacy and
nation-building.’

This report will argue that Gertrude Bell, through her extraordinary intellect, adventurous
spirit, and profound engagement with the Arab world, became an indispensable yet
contentious architect of British policy in the Middle East. She left an indelible mark on the
political and cultural landscape of Irag, the complexities and consequences of which continue
to be debated by historians and the peoples of the region. Her life exemplifies the intricate
intersection of individual agency, imperial ambition, and the nascent, often turbulent, stages
of modern nation-building in a transformative global era. Bell's career trajectory represents a
unique confluence of personal ambition and imperial opportunity. While her talents were
undeniably exceptional, the specific geopolitical context of a declining Ottoman Empire and
an expanding British imperial interest in the Middle East provided the critical stage upon
which her unique skills became not just valuable, but indispensable.” Her initial forays into the
Middle East were driven by personal intellectual curiosity and a thirst for adventure." However,
the outbreak of World War |, coupled with the strategic importance of the region—its oil
reserves, the Suez Canal, and the potential to undermine the Ottoman Empire—created an
urgent demand for individuals possessing her specialized regional knowledge and linguistic
capabilities." Consequently, her evolution from an explorer and archaeologist into an
intelligence officer and political architect was less a predetermined path and more an
adaptation to, and astute capitalization upon, emergent imperial necessities.' Her story,
therefore, is not merely one of individual brilliance but also serves as a compelling case study
of how imperial systems identify and deploy specialized knowledge for strategic ends,
particularly during periods of conflict and territorial reorganization.

Furthermore, the very existence of a figure like Gertrude Bell, wielding significant political
power within a staunchly male-dominated imperial structure and an equally patriarchal local
Arab context, fundamentally challenges conventional narratives of early 20th-century gender
roles and colonial administration.' Her assumption of roles such as Oriental Secretary and key
advisor was extraordinary for any woman of her time.> Adding another layer of complexity to
her persona is her documented opposition to women's suffrage.’ This seemingly contradictory
stance suggests that she may have perceived her own exceptionalism and success as
stemming from her unique individual merit and privileged background, rather than as a clarion



call for broader gender equality or a fundamental challenge to the patriarchal systems she
navigated. This paradox underscores the nuanced and often intensely personal ways
individuals negotiate societal constraints and opportunities, and how personal triumph does
not invariably translate into advocacy for systemic change for one's own demographic group.
It also hints at the intricate class dynamics that permeated early feminist and anti-feminist
movements.

Table 1: Timeline of Key Life Events for Gertrude Bell

Event Year(s) Significance Citations

Birth 1868 Born into a wealthy [
industrialist family in
Washington, County
Durham, England.

Oxford University 1888 First woman to achieve|

Graduation (First First Class Honours in

Class) Modern History at
Oxford.

First Visit to Persia 1892 Awakened her deep [

(Iran) interest in the Middle

East; basis for Safar
Nameh (Persian

Pictures).
Mountaineering in the [1899-1904 Established reputation [
Alps as a fearless

mountaineer, including
first ascents.

The Desert and the 1907 Major travelogue on  P©
Sown Published her Syrian travels,
enhancing her
reputation as an

Arabist.
Amurath to Amurath  [1911 Account of her 26
Published expedition to

Mesopotamia, detailing
archaeological sites
and regional politics.

Journey to Ha'il 1913-1914 Perilous journey into  f*
(Arabia) central Arabia, one of
few Westerners to visit.
WWI Service Begins / [1915 Recruited by British [
Arab Bureau Intelligence; joined the

Arab Bureau in Cairo,




working with T.E.

Lawrence.
Appointed Oriental 1917 (formally) Became key political P
Secretary, Baghdad officer in British

administration of
Mesopotamia.

jury

Cairo Conference 1921 Played a crucial role in |
shaping modern Iraq,
advocating for King
Faisal and defining

borders.
Establishment of the [1923-1926 Founded the national [°
Iraq Museum museum in Baghdad,

championing the
preservation of Iraqi
antiquities in Iraq.

Death 1926 Died in Baghdad, 10
apparently by suicide.

Il. Formative Years and Intellectual Development

A. Family Background and Upbringing

Gertrude Margaret Lowthian Bell was born on July 14, 1868, at Washington New Hall, County
Durham, England, into a family of immense wealth, liberal intellectual traditions, and extensive
connections.! Her family, the Bells, were prominent industrialists, reportedly among the six
wealthiest families in England at the time.® Her grandfather, Sir Isaac Lowthian Bell, 1st
Baronet, was a towering figure: a distinguished metallurgical chemist, a powerful industrialist
whose enterprises (Bell Brothers) encompassed collieries, quarries, iron ore mines, and
foundries, a Fellow of the Royal Society, and a Liberal Member of Parliament.? He was a
contemporary of intellectual giants such as Charles Darwin, Thomas Huxley, William Morris,
and John Ruskin, and was known as the "high priest of British Metallurgy," advocating for
governmental support for scientific research.?

Gertrude's father, Sir Thomas Hugh Bell, 2nd Baronet, inherited the family's industrial empire
and considerable fortune. While also an industrialist, he was perceived as a more "“lovable"
character than his own father, investing significantly in public works, supporting education,
and establishing community centers.? He actively encouraged Gertrude's burgeoning interest
in government and politics.'” A pivotal event in Bell's early life was the death of her mother,
Mary Shield Bell, when Gertrude was merely three years old, following the birth of her brother,
Maurice.? This profound loss fostered an exceptionally close and enduring bond with her
father, a relationship that provided consistent support throughout her life.?

When Gertrude was eight, her father remarried. Her stepmother, Florence Olliffe (later Lady
Florence Bell), was a perceptive and cultured woman—a playwright with keen interests in
music, literature, sociology, and child education." Lady Bell became a loving and profoundly
influential presence in Gertrude's upbringing, actively encouraging her intellectual pursuits



and education.! The family's vast wealth provided Gertrude with the financial independence
and freedom to pursue higher education and undertake extensive travels, both of which were
foundational to her later extraordinary career.! Furthermore, the liberal and intellectually
vibrant environment of the Bell household, with its extensive connections, exposed her to
progressive ideas and influential personalities from a very young age." This supportive miliey,
particularly the encouragement from her father and stepmother, was instrumental in enabling
her to defy the conventional societal expectations for women of her class and era, and to
carve out a unique and impactful life path.

The industrial success of the Bell family, deeply rooted in scientific innovation such as
advancements in metallurgy and the pioneering of aluminum production in Britain 2, likely
played a subtle yet significant role in shaping Gertrude's intellectual approach. Growing up in
an environment where empirical knowledge, rigorous methodology, and large-scale
organization were demonstrably valued may have instilled in her a profound respect for these
principles. This mindset would later manifest in the meticulous detail of her archaeological
work, her comprehensive record-keeping during expeditions, and her systematic approach to
the complex task of state-building in Irag.?® Her grandfather's heavy investment in research
and new technologies 2 set a precedent for valuing systematic inquiry, a trait evident in
Gertrude's own rigorous academic achievements and her later scholarly publications and
political reports.”

The contrasting personalities within her close family—her formidable grandfather, Sir Isaac
Lowthian Bell, described by family members as a "Contemptuous Pater," dictatorial and harsh
2 and her more affable and community-oriented father, Sir Hugh Bell >—alongside her highly
intelligent and supportive stepmother, Florence Bell |, may have provided Gertrude with
complex and varied models of authority and influence. Observing interactions with her
powerful grandfather could have offered early lessons in navigating strong, potentially
unyielding personalities. Conversely, her close and loving bond with her father demonstrated
a more benevolent style of leadership and the power of supportive male figures. Her
stepmother, an intellectual in her own right, exemplified another form of influence through
partnership and encouragement. This diverse range of familial relationships could have
equipped Gertrude with a versatile toolkit for her later career, which demanded intricate
negotiations and collaborations with a wide array of powerful men, including colonial
administrators like Sir Percy Cox, political leaders like Winston Churchill, Arab monarchs like
King Faisal, and numerous tribal Sheikhs.! Her upbringing likely taught her to understand and
employ both assertive and collaborative strategies to achieve her objectives.

B. Education at Oxford: A Pioneering Scholar

Prior to her university education, Gertrude Bell attended Queen's College, London, a notably
progressive institution for girls that was unusual for women of her social standing, who were
typically groomed for marriage rather than advanced academic pursuits.® Subsequently, she
matriculated at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford University.? In a remarkable achievement for the
era, Bell became the first woman to earn a First Class Honours degree in Modern History at
Oxford in 1888, at the young age of 20." She distinguished herself further by completing the



rigorous course in only two years.®

Despite this outstanding academic performance, her degree was initially considered
"honorary" because, as a woman, she was not eligible for official matriculation or graduation
from Oxford until 1920." During her time at Oxford, Bell was recognized for her formidable
intellect, unwavering self-confidence, and an assertive nature that occasionally led to clashes
with her professors.' Her academic success was a groundbreaking feat, challenging prevailing
gender norms in higher education and showcasing her exceptional intellectual capabilities.
This rigorous training in history endowed her with critical analytical skills and a profound
understanding of societal development, which would prove invaluable in her later
archaeological endeavors and astute political analyses. Moreover, her experience navigating
the predominantly male academic environment at Oxford likely fortified her resilience and
self-assurance, qualities essential for her future undertakings.

Bell’s pioneering success at Oxford, particularly in Modern History—a discipline dedicated to
the analysis of power, statecraft, and societal transformation—was not merely an academic
accolade but a foundational experience. It directly shaped her worldview and equipped her
with the intellectual framework necessary to later engage with, and significantly influence, the
political destinies of nations in the Middle East. Her subsequent career was deeply enmeshed
in the very themes she studied: the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the surge of Arab
nationalism, and the complex creation of new states such as Irag." Her demonstrable ability to
dissect intricate political situations, comprehend complex tribal dynamics, and formulate
cogent strategic recommendations—evident in her numerous reports and influential advisory
roles ®—points to a mind rigorously trained in historical analysis and political theory. Thus, her
Oxford education transcended personal achievement, serving as a critical formative period
that furnished the intellectual toolkit for her subsequent, and often controversial, role as a
"nation builder".!

The institutional reality that Bell, despite achieving a "First," was not initially awarded a formal
degree solely due to her gender '* may have, paradoxically, intensified her determination to
prove her capabilities in unconventional, male-dominated arenas that lay outside the
established structures limiting women. Her subsequent life choices—turning her back on
conventional Victorian society !, engaging in fearless mountaineering ', and undertaking
perilous journeys '—can be interpreted as a conscious pursuit of alternative avenues for
recognition and impact. Described as possessing a "“formidable intellect and self-confidence"
' Bell was not easily deterred. The limitations imposed by society may have fueled her
ambition to seek distinction and influence in fields where her gender was less of an
institutional barrier to direct action and tangible achievement, even if it remained a social
consideration. Her career suggests a pattern of seeking out spheres where her extraordinary
abilities could be demonstrated and have significant outcomes, regardless of the formal
institutional recognitions available to women at that time.

C. Early Travels and Mountaineering Feats

Following her time at Oxford, Gertrude Bell rapidly established a formidable reputation as a
fearless and accomplished mountaineer, famously climbing unscaled Alpine peaks, sometimes
reportedly in her underwear, a testament to her unconventional spirit.! Between 1899 and



1904 (with some sources citing 1899-1902 %), she dedicated herself to extensive climbing in
the Alps, earning recognition as one of the most respected female climbers of her era.’ Her
achievements in this challenging domain were remarkable: she is credited with the first
ascents of seven previously unclimbed peaks in the Engelhorner range of the Bernese Alps (or
Bernese Oberland), a feat commemorated by the naming of one such peak, Gertrudspitze
(2,632m), in her honor.* In total, she recorded ten new paths or first ascents in this region.*
Her mountaineering career was not without significant peril. In 1902, she famously endured a
harrowing 53-hour " blizzard while clinging to a rope on the treacherous northeast face of the
Finsteraarhorn, an experience that highlighted her extraordinary resilience and courage."
Other notable ascents in her mountaineering portfolio included Mont Blanc, the Schreckhorn,
and the Matterhorn, which she summited in August 1904, effectively marking the culmination
of her serious alpinism.* She was also the first British woman to traverse La Meije in 1899 and
Les Drus in 1900.*

Beyond the Alps, Bell's early adulthood was characterized by extensive global travel. She
embarked on two round-the-world tours, the first in 1897-98 and the second in 1902-03,
accompanied by her half-brother Hugo.” These journeys took her to diverse and distant lands
including India, China, Korea, Japan, Canada, and the United States.®' Her initial forays into
what would become her primary sphere of interest, the Middle East, included visits to
Bucharest, Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul), and a pivotal trip to Tehran, Persia
(modern-day Iran) in 1892.3

Bell's intensive engagement with mountaineering was more than a mere sporting pursuit; it
served as a practical crucible for developing skills crucial to her later endeavors. Alpinism,
particularly the pioneering of new routes and confronting extreme weather conditions ’,
necessitates meticulous planning, astute risk assessment, leadership (often of local guides),
and profound resilience. These competencies were directly transferable to the logistical and
interpersonal challenges of her subsequent archaeological expeditions and complex political
negotiations in the equally demanding "terrain" of the Middle East. The physical and mental
fortitude honed by enduring hardships like the Finsteraarhorn blizzard ' would have been
invaluable in the often-grueling conditions of desert travel and the pressures of political life.’
Thus, alpinism provided an experiential education in navigating formidable environments and
managing complex, high-stakes undertakings.

Her decision to eschew conventional Victorian society and the prospect of marriage ' in favor
of pursuits like mountaineering and extensive global travel ' can be interpreted as a deliberate
act of forging an alternative identity. This identity was defined not by prescribed social roles
but by personal achievement, intellectual engagement, and autonomous action. The
observation that she was "tragically unlucky in love, she romanced the world instead" " is
particularly telling. Her early romantic disappointment with Henry Cadogan 3 may have further
propelled her towards these independent and challenging pursuits. Mountaineering and travel
offered avenues for self-reliance, intellectual stimulation, and public recognition based on
merit—opportunities less readily available to women within the confines of traditional societal
roles. This suggests that her early adventures were not simply forms of escapism but integral



parts of a conscious construction of a life path that prioritized intellectual fulfillment and
personal agency over societal expectations, a pattern of behavior and motivation that clearly
continued into her impactful Middle Eastern career.

lll. The Lure of the Orient: Explorer and Archaeologist

A. Mastery of Languages: A Key to the Arab World

Gertrude Bell's profound engagement with the Middle East was significantly enabled by her
exceptional linguistic abilities. She achieved fluency in a remarkable array of languages,
including Arabic, Persian (Farsi), French, German, Italian, and Turkish (specifically Ottoman
Turkish).! Some accounts also credit her with knowledge of Hebrew." Her formal study of
Persian commenced after her university education, in preparation for a journey to Tehran in
1892.% Such was her aptitude and dedication that she mastered classical Persian within a mere
two years." Later, during a stay in Jerusalem in 1899-1900, she immersed herself in the study
of Arabic ", a language in which she would eventually attain excellent proficiency, reportedly
surpassing even that of her contemporary, T.E. Lawrence.”

Bell's linguistic prowess was far more than an academic accomplishment; it was the vital key
that unlocked the Arab world for her. This ability to communicate directly and effectively in the
vernacular allowed her to conduct in-depth archaeological research, comprehend the
intricate nuances of tribal politics, cultivate personal relationships with influential local figures,
and ultimately, to become an indispensable intelligence asset and political advisor to the
British Empire." Her capacity to engage without the constant intermediation of translators
afforded her a depth of understanding and a level of trust that few other Westerners of her
time could achieve, granting her unique access to the inner workings of Arab societies and
commanding the respect of powerful Bedouin sheikhs.!

Her dedication to mastering difficult languages like Arabic and Persian extended far beyond
mere conversational fluency, reflecting a profound intellectual commitment to understanding
the cultures she engaged with from an internal, nuanced perspective. This is exemplified by
her acclaimed translation of the poetry of Hafiz, a task requiring a sophisticated grasp of
Persian that encompassed deep cultural and literary subtleties, not just functional
communication. This depth of linguistic immersion was a precursor to, and a solid foundation
for, her later claims of expertise and her remarkable ability to operate effectively within
complex socio-political landscapes. It allowed her to access information and perspectives
often unavailable to those reliant on interpreters, fostering genuine connections and a more
authentic understanding of local cultures and political currents, thereby distinguishing her
significantly from many of her contemporaries.

Furthermore, the multilingualism Bell so diligently cultivated became a potent strategic asset,
amplifying her agency within the British imperial project. While her initial motivation for
language acquisition was undoubtedly rooted in personal interest and intellectual curiosity,
her ability to converse, negotiate, and gather intelligence directly in local languages
significantly enhanced her value to British intelligence and colonial administration.' This
indispensability, founded on her unique linguistic and cultural knowledge, was a key factor in
her ascent to roles of unprecedented influence for a woman of her era, such as her
appointment to the Cairo Intelligence Office " and later as Oriental Secretary in Baghdad.*



Thus, her languages transcended their function as tools for personal exploration,
transforming into instruments of power and influence within the imperial system, enabling her
to overcome some of the gender-based limitations prevalent in her time.

B. Archaeological Expeditions and Discoveries

After her intensive period of mountaineering, Gertrude Bell increasingly turned her energies
towards archaeology, around 1904.%' To formalize her passion, she undertook training with the
noted French professor and archaeologist Salomon Reinach, a specialist in ancient Greece
and Asia Minor, who introduced her to other leading figures in the field.*' Shortly after the turn
of the 20th century, Bell began leading important archaeological expeditions to Syria and
Iraq.”® Her extensive travels for archaeological purposes between 1905 and 1914 spanned a
vast territory encompassing modern-day Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, the Palestinian
territories, Israel, Iraq, Iran, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia."

Her archaeological work focused on several notable sites:

Ukhaidir (Iraq): Bell visited this remote Abbasid palace complex in March 1909 and
returned for a more comprehensive survey in 1911.* Her resulting monograph, The
Palace and Mosque of Ukhaidir: A Study in Early Mohammadan Architecture (1914), is
widely regarded as one of her most significant scholarly contributions to archaeology.®
She provided the first in-depth Western observation and documentation of this
important example of early Islamic architecture, and her photographs and plans were
crucial in highlighting its architectural significance.®

Binbirkilise (Turkey, “Thousand and One Churches"): Bell explored this region of
numerous Byzantine church ruins in 1905 and subsequently conducted excavations
there with the archaeologist Sir William M. Ramsay in 1907.2° She personally funded a
dig at this location.?® Their collaborative work was published in The Thousand and One
Churches (1909).2° During a return visit, Bell lamented the disappearance of previously
documented buildings due to the local practice of robbing ancient sites for cut stone.®
Babylon (Iraq): She visited the famed ancient city on multiple occasions, including April
1909, March 1911, the spring of 1914, and again in 1918.* Here, she joined the German
archaeological mission led by Robert Koldewey, participated in excavations, and was
deeply impressed by the rigorous German archaeological methods, which influenced
her own approach.®" In 1918, she advised High Commissioner Sir Percy Cox on the
preservation of antiquities at Babylon and the cessation of illicit digging.*®
Carchemish (Syria/Turkey): Bell visited the ancient Hittite city of Carchemish in 1909,
where she mapped and described the ruins.* It was here that she first met T.E.
Lawrence, then a young archaeologist."” The site was also known to be a hub for
European espionage activities, with English archaeologists monitoring German
counterparts involved in nearby railway construction for the Ottoman sultan.®

Assur (Iraq): At Assur, Bell observed and admired the cutting-edge German
excavations conducted under Walter Andrae. This experience significantly informed her
own seminal work on Ukhaidir.*'

Other Sites: Her extensive explorations also covered Roman and Byzantine



fortifications along the Euphrates River 2 the site of Tal Ahmar (also Tell Ahmar or Til
Barsib) where she obtained stone squeezes of Hittite inscriptions ', Ja‘bar Castle %, the
Sasanian arch at Ctesiphon (Tag-e Kisra) *!, Samarra *', Nimrud *', and Ekalte in Syria.”'
Her journey to Ha'il in Saudi Arabia was also a significant early travel.”
Bell's meticulous photographs and detailed notes from these expeditions are now considered
invaluable historical records, as many of the structures and landscapes she documented have
since suffered damage, erosion, or complete destruction.' In recognition of her significant
contributions as an explorer and documenter, she was elected a Fellow of the Royal
Geographical Society in June 1913 and was awarded its prestigious Founder's Medal in 1918."
Her archaeological work was distinguished not only by the specific sites she investigated but
also by her pioneering role as a woman in a male-dominated field and her rigorous approach
to recording her findings.'® Her publications effectively disseminated knowledge about then
little-known regions and ancient sites to a Western audience, and her experiences and the
vast knowledge gained directly informed and underpinned her later critical political and
administrative roles in the Middle East.
While scientifically valuable, Bell's archaeological endeavors were intrinsically linked to the
broader colonial enterprise of her time. Her access to remote and often politically sensitive
sites, her interactions with local populations, and the subsequent dissemination of her
findings in the West occurred within an established power dynamic where European explorers
and scholars frequently operated with the backing, or at least the implicit support, of imperial
interests.®' Her work, therefore, can be viewed through a dual lens: as a genuine contribution
to archaeological knowledge and as a product of its colonial context. European archaeological
activities in the Middle East during the early 20th century were often intertwined with imperial
rivalries and intelligence gathering; Carchemish, for instance, served as an espionage hub *,
and Bell herself would later become a key intelligence officer.! Her ability to travel extensively
and conduct research was undeniably facilitated by her status as a British national from an
affluent family during a period of significant British influence in the region.! The detailed
knowledge she amassed concerning regional geography, tribal structures, and ancient sites
became directly applicable and highly valuable to British military and political objectives.
Although she later championed the cause of keeping antiquities within Irag *, the initial phase
of exploration and documentation by Westerners often laid the groundwork for the removal of
significant artifacts to Western museums %, a tension evident in her own legacy.
The notable shift in Bell's career from a primary focus on archaeology to a direct and
influential political role during and after World War | serves as a compelling illustration of how
deep regional expertise, even if initially pursued for scholarly or personal reasons, could be
rapidly instrumentalized for state purposes during periods of intense geopolitical upheaval.
Her archaeological "hobby," as she sometimes referred to it ¥, transformed into a critical
asset for the British Empire. Her pre-war travels and archaeological work had endowed her
with an unparalleled understanding of Mesopotamian and Syrian geography, intricate tribal
structures, and key local leaders.” With the outbreak of World War | and the Ottoman Empire's
entry into the conflict, this specialized knowledge became strategically vital to British



interests.! Consequently, she was actively recruited into British intelligence, joining the Arab
Bureau, and subsequently into high-level political roles, precisely because of this unique and
irreplaceable expertise.! Bell's career trajectory is a prime example of a phenomenon where
academic or exploratory pursuits in strategically significant regions can be co-opted or
transitioned into state service, effectively blurring the lines between scholarship and pressing
political or military objectives.

C. Contributions to Cartography and Documentation

Gertrude Bell's contributions to the cartography and documentation of the Middle East were
substantial and have left an enduring legacy. She traveled extensively, meticulously mapping
the regions she explored, including vast areas of what would become modern Irag, Syria, and
other parts of the Middle East.' Her maps were not merely academic exercises; they were of
practical importance and were utilized by the British military during its campaigns.’
Complementing her cartographic work was her prolific photography. Bell took thousands of
photographs, capturing archaeological sites, diverse landscapes, and the people she
encountered.' These images are now of immense historical and cultural value, providing a
visual record of structures, environments, and ways of life that have since undergone
significant change or, in some cases, have disappeared entirely due to conflict or
development.®

Her detailed letters, diaries, and notebooks further enrich this documentary record, offering
vivid and personal accounts of her travels, her astute observations on local customs and
politics, and her interactions with a wide spectrum of individuals, from tribal sheikhs to
ordinary people.” This vast collection of materials—comprising approximately 16,000 letters,
16 diaries, 7 notebooks, and around 7,000 photographs—is now housed in the Gertrude Bell
Archive at Newcastle University.® In recognition of its global significance, the archive has
been inscribed on the UNESCO Memory of the World Register.*

Bell's extensive photographic and written documentation, while undoubtedly serving her
scholarly and exploratory interests, also functioned as a form of "soft power" and a vital
source of intelligence for the British Empire. By meticulously recording, interpreting, and
presenting the Middle East to both a Western audience and for official British use, she was
actively involved in shaping perceptions of the region and contributing to the imperial
knowledge base that facilitated colonial control and influence.” Her maps found direct
application in British military operations °, and her ethnographic notes and detailed reports
were instrumental in informing British policy and military strategy.’ The act of documenting
"unknown" or "remote" areas for Western consumption ° inherently framed these regions
within a Western epistemic framework, a process that often, even if unintentionally, reinforced
prevailing Orientalist tropes.®* Consequently, her vast documentation, now preserved and
accessible, represents a dual legacy: it is simultaneously a priceless historical record of a
transformative period and a testament to the intricate and often inseparable ways in which
knowledge production was linked to imperial power.

The very act of creating such a comprehensive personal archive—comprising voluminous
letters, detailed diaries, and thousands of photographs—and its subsequent meticulous



preservation and public accessibility through institutions like Newcastle University *® has
rendered Gertrude Bell an unusually well-documented historical figure, particularly for a
woman of her time. This extensive and rich record provides an unparalleled window into her
thoughts, experiences, and the momentous events she witnessed and participated in.
However, this reliance on her personal archive means that much of what is known about her is
filtered through her own voice and the lens of her camera. While invaluable, this necessitates
that critical analysis by researchers must acknowledge her inherent biases, her perspective as
a British imperial agent, and the social and cultural conditioning of her era. The UNESCO
recognition of her archive underscores its global historical significance but also calls for
careful, contextualized interpretation to fully understand the multiple layers of meaning
embedded within her prolific output.

D. Founding the Iraq Museum and Antiquities Law

A significant and enduring part of Gertrude Bell's legacy in Iraq lies in her dedicated efforts to
preserve its rich archaeological heritage. Appointed Honorary Director of Antiquities in Iraq by
King Faisal | in 1922, a role she held from 1923 until her death in 1926, Bell spearheaded the
establishment of the Baghdad Museum, which later became known as the Irag Museum.” The
museum was formally inaugurated in June 1926, shortly before her passing.*

Central to Bell's vision for the museum was the pioneering principle that antiquities excavated
within a country should remain in that country of origin.” This was a relatively progressive
stance for the time, contrasting with the more extractive colonial practices common
elsewhere, where significant finds were often transported to museums in the excavating
nations. By championing this principle, Bell ensured that the nascent Iraqg Museum would
house Iraq's own magnificent archaeological treasures, preventing them from being dispersed
to foreign institutions. Her fierce dedication to this cause was noted by archaeologist M.E.L.
Mallowan, who remarked that she "defended [the museum's] rights like a tigress".?®

In addition to founding the museum, Bell drafted Iraq's first comprehensive antiquities law in
1924." This legislation aimed to regulate archaeological excavations and the division of
discovered artifacts. While it sought to ensure that a significant portion of finds remained in
Iraq, it also included provisions allowing foreign archaeological expeditions to retain a share of
their discoveries.’' This aspect of the law has drawn mixed reactions from historians; some
praise it for laying crucial groundwork for Iragi heritage preservation, while others criticize its
concessions regarding the export of antiquities and what was perceived by some as favoritism
towards British archaeological institutions.*?

Bell's commitment to the future of archaeology in Iraq extended beyond her lifetime. The
money left in her will contributed to the foundation of the British School of Archaeology in
Irag, which was established in 1932.” Her efforts to establish the Iraqg Museum and enact
antiquities legislation were landmark achievements in the field of cultural heritage
preservation for the newly formed Iraqi state. These initiatives represented a significant, albeit
not unproblematic, step towards recognizing a nation's ownership of its archaeological past
and continue to be central to Iraq's cultural identity.

Bell's championing of the Iraq Museum and the principle of retaining antiquities within their
country of origin, while notably progressive for its era, can also be interpreted as a strategic



act of nation-building. By endowing the newly established Iraqgi state with a tangible and
glorious connection to its ancient Mesopotamian past, she was actively contributing to the
construction of a national identity. This shared heritage, embodied in the museum's
collections *, could serve as a unifying force and a source of legitimacy for the Hashemite
monarchy she had been instrumental in installing.! The museum, therefore, functioned not
merely as an archaeological repository but also as a political tool, part of the larger imperial
project of legitimizing the new Iraqi state and its rulers by providing a powerful symbol of
Irag's deep historical roots, potentially transcending more recent tribal or sectarian divisions.
Her efforts to prevent the treasures of Mesopotamia from being taken to foreign museums '
can be seen as an attempt to give the new Iraqi state ownership of its historical narrative and
cultural capital, a form of “cultural nationalism" carefully guided by a British hand.

The ambiguities inherent in Bell's 1924 antiquities law *'—which aimed to keep artifacts in Iraq
while simultaneously allowing foreign expeditions, often British, significant access and a share
of the finds—reflect the complex and often contradictory tensions in her dual role. She was
both a genuine advocate for Iraqi heritage and an agent of the British Empire.*® This
legislation navigated the intersection of nascent Iragi national interests with established
imperial power structures and prevailing Western academic practices. While Bell undoubtedly
loved Iraq and its rich heritage, and sincerely wished to preserve it within the country ™, she
was also a product of the British imperial system and maintained close working relationships
with British institutions and archaeologists.® The antiquities law, therefore, had to balance the
burgeoning desire for Iragi national ownership with the entrenched interests of powerful
Western archaeological missions and museums, which had long traditions of excavation and
acquisition in the region. The criticisms that the law ultimately favored British institutions *
suggest that imperial interests still wielded considerable influence. This situation highlights
the inherent compromises made when emerging national aspirations intersect with enduring
imperial power, demonstrating the complexities of decolonizing cultural heritage. Bell's law
represented a significant step forward, but it was not a complete severance from the
established colonial-era archaeological power dynamics.

IV. A Pivotal Role in Middle Eastern Politics

A. Intelligence Work and the Arab Bureau during WWI

Gertrude Bell's profound knowledge of Arabia—its diverse peoples, complex languages, and
intricate geography—led to her recruitment by British Military Intelligence in late 1915." In
November of that year, she joined the nascent Arab Bureau in Cairo, a critical hub for British
intelligence operations in the Middle East.” Here, she worked alongside other prominent
Middle East specialists, including T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) and the archaeologist
D.G. Hogarth.™

Her role within the Arab Bureau was multifaceted and vital. It involved processing intelligence,
contributing to cartographic efforts, writing detailed reports (some of which were published in
the clandestine Arab Bulletin ), assessing the loyalties and strengths of various Arab tribes,
and providing strategic advice aimed at undermining the Ottoman Empire and encouraging a
widespread Arab uprising against Turkish rule.” Bell distinguished herself as the first woman



officer in British military intelligence, holding the rank of Major, and was often referred to as
"Major Miss Bell".! She later became the only female political officer in the British forces.* Her
duties also involved significant travel and liaison work; she journeyed from Cairo to Delhi to
coordinate with the India Office, and then proceeded to Basra in 1916 to work directly under
the influential Sir Percy Cox, the Chief Political Officer in Mesopotamia.'®

Bell's intelligence work was indispensable to the British war effort in the strategically critical
Middle Eastern theatre. Her unique, first-hand knowledge of the "human terrain"—the
intricate web of tribal allegiances, the personalities of key leaders, and the nuances of
regional politics—was invaluable in a complex and rapidly evolving environment.! The Arab
Bureau, with Bell as a key contributor, became the primary instrument for shaping British
strategy concerning the Arab Revolt and the broader military and political campaign against
the Ottoman Empire.

Her prominent role in the Arab Bureau underscores a significant historical moment where
non-traditional expertise—female, civilian, and scholarly—was deemed essential for military
and imperial strategy. This suggests a degree of pragmatism within certain sectors of British
intelligence, capable of overriding conventional hierarchies and ingrained gender biases when
confronted with critical information deficits in a vital theatre of war. Traditional military
intelligence often relied on established military channels and personnel; Bell, in many
respects, was an outsider to this system.” The immense complexity of the Arab tribal
landscape and the necessity for unconventional warfare strategies, such as fomenting revolt &,
demanded nuanced local knowledge that standard military officers frequently lacked. Bell's
recruitment " and her significant contributions to the Arab Bureau's analyses and operations '
demonstrate that her expertise was valued above conventional qualifications or gender. This
indicates that in high-stakes situations, imperial powers could exhibit surprising flexibility in
sourcing and utilizing talent, even if it meant incorporating figures who did not conform to the
usual mold. However, it is important to recognize that this was often an exception rather than
arule, closely tied to the specific, and in Bell's case, largely irreplaceable nature of her
knowledge.

Furthermore, the intelligence work conducted by the Arab Bureau, including Bell's pivotal
contributions, while primarily aimed at achieving the military defeat of the Ottoman Empire,
simultaneously and perhaps inevitably laid the groundwork for post-war British dominance in
the Middle East. The intricate process of identifying, analyzing, and cultivating relationships
with various Arab leaders and factions for wartime purposes inherently shaped the political
landscape and delimited the options available for the post-Ottoman settlement. The objective
of the Arab Bureau was to destabilize the Ottoman Empire and encourage an Arab uprising
that would be favorable to British strategic interests.® This involved identifying and
strategically supporting specific Arab factions and leaders, most notably the Hashemites.™
The relationships forged and the detailed intelligence gathered during the war years '
provided the British with a ready-made framework and a select group of interlocutors for the
subsequent political restructuring of the region. Therefore, these wartime intelligence
operations were not merely about achieving military victory; they were also an integral part of
the longer-term imperial project of shaping the Middle East in accordance with British



strategic interests—a complex and controversial process in which Gertrude Bell became a key,
and willing, architect.

B. The Making of Modern Iraq

1. Role as Oriental Secretary and Political Officer

Following the British capture of Baghdad in March 1917, Gertrude Bell's position and influence
within the British administration of Mesopotamia solidified. She was appointed Oriental
Secretary to the High Commissioner, a role she served under Sir Percy Cox, then briefly under
Sir Arnold Wilson, and again under Cox upon his return.* This was a formal, salaried position,
making her the sole female political officer within the British forces and Foreign Office
operations in the region.*

Her duties as Oriental Secretary were extensive and critical. She served as the primary liaison
with Arab leaders, advising the British administration on intricate local affairs, tribal
geography, and the ever-shifting political landscape.* Bell was responsible for drafting
numerous reports and memoranda that helped formulate British policy for the administration
of Mesopotamia, which was in the process of becoming Iraqg.?’ Her intimate and unparalleled
knowledge of the Arab peoples and their customs made her indispensable to the British
authorities.' Among her influential writings from this period were The Arab of Mesopotamia
(1917), published anonymously at the request of the War Office as a guidebook for newly
arrived British officers °, and the seminal White Paper, Review of the Civil Administration of
Mesopotamia (1920).” This latter document provided a detailed account of the British
administration and outlined her recommendations for the future governance of the region,
significantly shaping subsequent policy decisions.

2. Drawing Borders and the Sykes-Picot Aftermath

Gertrude Bell played a highly significant, and controversial, role in the demarcation of the
borders of the new state of Iraq." In a letter to her father dated December 4, 1921, she
famously recounted, "I have spent the morning productively... fixing the southern desert
borders of Iraq".” This task was undertaken in the complex aftermath of the 1916 Sykes-Picot
Agreement, a secret wartime understanding between Britain and France that had planned the
division of Ottoman Arab territories into spheres of influence, often with arbitrary lines drawn
on maps that disregarded local ethnic, tribal, and geographical realities.” Bell, along with
other British officials, was involved in the practical implementation and, at times, modification
of these pre-determined divisions on the ground.

The borders she helped to delineate for Irag—including those with future Jordan, Saudi
Arabia, and Turkey #'—have been a persistent subject of criticism. Many historians and
political analysts argue that these boundaries, often drawn to serve British imperial interests
(such as access to oil or strategic positioning), contributed to long-term regional instability by
ignoring or exacerbating existing ethnic and sectarian fault lines.” A particularly contentious
issue was the inclusion of the predominantly Kurdish Mosul vilayet within Iraqg, a policy Bell
advocated for, believing it essential for Irag's economic viability (due to oil and grain) and for
balancing the Shia majority in the south with a larger Sunni population.? This decision,
however, left the Kurdish people without a state of their own, dividing them among several



newly created nations and sowing the seeds for future conflict.”

3. The 1920 Iragi Revolt and Bell's Involvement

The year 1920 witnessed a major uprising against British rule in Irag, a widespread revolt that
united disparate elements of Iragi society, including Shia and Sunni Arabs, as well as urban
populations and rural tribes.® This insurrection was a direct response to the imposition of
direct British administration, heavy taxation, and the formal declaration of the British Mandate
over Mesopotamia by the League of Nations.® Sir Arnold Wilson, the Acting Civil
Commissioner at the time, had largely underestimated the depth of Iragi nationalist sentiment
and the potential for unified opposition.*’

Gertrude Bell, who had consistently advocated for a measure of Arab self-government under
British guidance rather than direct colonial rule, was deeply involved in analyzing and
responding to the revolt.' Her influential report, Review of the Civil Administration of
Mesopotamia, provided a detailed account of this turbulent period and the administrative
challenges faced by the British.** The revolt, which caused significant British casualties and
expenditure, was eventually suppressed through extensive military action, including the use of
air power.® However, it served as a stark demonstration of Iraqi resistance to foreign
occupation and heavily influenced subsequent British policy, leading to a shift towards a more
indirect form of control.

4. The Cairo Conference (1921)

In March 1921, Gertrude Bell was a prominent and crucial delegate—indeed, the only woman
in such a capacity—at the Cairo Conference.® This high-level summit was convened by
Winston Churchill, who was then the British Colonial Secretary, to determine the political
future of Mesopotamia and other British-mandated territories in the Middle East, and to find
ways to reduce the financial burden of administering these regions.

At the conference, Bell, alongside Sir Percy Cox and T.E. Lawrence, formed a powerful
intellectual bloc. They strongly advocated for what became known as the "Sharifian Solution":
the installation of Hashemite rulers, specifically Emir Faisal, son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca, as
the King of the newly constituted Kingdom of Iraq.” Bell's unparalleled knowledge of Iraqi tribal
politics and her persuasive arguments were instrumental in convincing Churchill and other
skeptical British officials to adopt this policy. She also played a critical role in the final
decisions regarding Iraq's borders, successfully arguing for the inclusion of the oil-rich and
strategically important Mosul vilayet within the new kingdom, despite initial reservations from
Churchill and Lawrence who had considered an autonomous Kurdish state in the area.’

5. Championing King Faisal |

Gertrude Bell was arguably the most influential British figure in promoting and engineering the
selection and enthronement of Emir Faisal as King Faisal | of Irag in August 1921." Having met
him during the Arab Revolt and recognizing his leadership qualities and Hashemite lineage,
she became his staunchest advocate within British circles.

Following Faisal's arrival in Irag, Bell became one of his closest advisors and a trusted
confidante.® She used her extensive knowledge of Iraqi society and its leading personalities to
help him navigate the complexities of Iraqi politics, establish his government, and gain
acceptance among the diverse population groups. In Baghdad, she was widely known and



often respectfully referred to as "al-Khatun"—the Lady of the Court—a testament to her
unique position and influence.” Bell believed that Faisal, a Sunni Arab with connections to the
Prophet Muhammad, possessed the stature and diplomatic skills necessary to unite the
disparate elements of Iragi society, including Sunni and Shia Arabs, Kurds, and other
minorities, under a single national banner.?° She worked tirelessly to ensure his success,
mediating between his government and British officials, and helping to manage public
relations.

Bell's deep and often decisive involvement in the "making" of Iraq, from the delineation of its
borders to the installation and guidance of its first monarch, exemplifies the complex and
frequently contradictory nature of "nation-building" undertaken under imperial auspices.
While she expressed genuine affection for the Iraqi people and a sincere desire for a
functional and stable Iraqi state !, her actions were ultimately framed by, and largely in service
of, overarching British imperial interests. These interests included securing access to oil
resources, maintaining a strategic foothold in the Middle East, and ensuring regional influence
in the post-Ottoman era.? This inherent tension between altruistic nation-building ideals and
pragmatic imperial objectives often led to outcomes that were unstable, contested by local
populations, and sowed the seeds for future conflict. The British Mandate itself, despite its
rhetoric of eventual self-rule, was a form of colonial control.?° Critical decisions regarding
Iraqg's borders and leadership—such as the installation of Faisal, a non-Iragi Hashemite
8_were frequently driven by British strategic calculations rather than purely local desires or
organic political developments.” The 1920 Iraqi Revolt '° served as a stark testament to
significant local opposition to British control and the imposed political arrangements. Bell's
own extensive correspondence sometimes reveals her awareness of these contradictions and
the inherent precariousness of the state she was so instrumental in creating.’° Consequently,
her legacy as a "nation-builder" is inextricably intertwined with the problematic legacy of
colonial intervention and the artificial construction of states in the Middle East, a process that
often prioritized imperial stability over genuine self-determination or long-term
ethno-sectarian cohesion.

Furthermore, Bell's apparent preference for Sunni Arab leadership, particularly her
championing of Faisal, and her reported suspicion or dismissal of other significant groups
within Iragi society—such as the Shia hierarchy and the Kurds, whom she reportedly
considered "ungovernable" 8—contributed to the establishment of power imbalances and
exclusionary political structures from the outset of the Iraqgi state. These views, though
perhaps reflecting common perspectives among British officials at the time, had lasting
consequences. Iraq is a nation of profound diversity, with substantial Shia Arab, Sunni Arab,
Kurdish, and other minority populations.? The British, with Bell's significant input, tended to
favor Sunni Arab elites for key leadership roles in the new Iragi government.?® Her
documented views on the Shia clergy as overly conservative and on the Kurds as inherently
difficult to govern *, coupled with her reported suspicion of the Shia population in general &,
suggest a bias that likely influenced administrative and political decisions during the
foundational period of the state. This favoring of one group and the relative marginalization of
others in the nascent structure of the state created deep-seated grievances and power



disparities. These imbalances became persistent sources of long-term political tension,
sectarianism, and violent conflict in Iraq for decades to come.® Thus, while aiming to create a
stable and unified Irag, the specific choices made regarding leadership and power
distribution, significantly influenced by Bell and her British colleagues, inadvertently sowed
seeds of future instability by not adequately or equitably addressing the diverse aspirations
and identities encompassed within the newly drawn national borders.
C. Relationships with Key Figures
Gertrude Bell's career was characterized by her interactions with a wide array of influential
figures. Her ability to navigate these relationships was central to her impact on events.
Table 2: Key Figures in Gertrude Bell's Life and Career

Name of Figure

Nature of
Relationship

Key
Interactions/Collabor
ations

Snippet References

T.E. Lawrence

Colleague, friend,
sometimes intellectual
sparring partner

Met at Carchemish
(1911); Arab Bureau
(WWI); Cairo
Conference (1921);
shared support for
Faisal; differed on
Mosul.

=y

Winston Churchill

Political superior (as
Colonial Secretary)

Cairo Conference
(1921); Bell persuaded
him on Faisal as King
of Iraq and Mosul's
inclusion in Iraq.

Sir Percy Cox

Superior, mentor, close
collaborator

Chief Political
Officer/High
Commissioner in
Mesopotamia/lraq; Bell
served as his Oriental
Secretary; shared
views on indirect
administration.

King Faisal |

Protégé, advisee,
monarch she helped
install

Bell championed him
for Iraqi throne;
became his trusted
advisor and
confidante; helped
establish his
government.

Sir Arnold Wilson

Superior, political

Acting Civil




opponent Commissioner in
Baghdad (1918-1920);
clashed with Bell over
Iraq's administration
(direct vs. indirect
rule).

D.G. Hogarth Mentor, colleague Archaeologist; invited [
Bell to Arab Bureau in
Cairo; mentor to both
Bell and Lawrence.

Abdul Aziz ibn Saud |Arab leader, subject of Met in Basra (1916) 9
intelligence with Percy Cox; Bell
initially favored his
rivals, the Ibn Rashid

family.
Charles Romantic interest Married army officer; |
Doughty-Wylie (unrequited/unconsum fextensive
mated) correspondence

(1913-1915); his death
at Gallipoli deeply
affected Bell.

w

Henry Cadogan Early romantic interest [Diplomat in Tehran;
engagement
disapproved by Bell's
father; died in 1893.

Sir Mark Sykes Political contemporary, [Met in Syria (1905);  F°
initial antagonist mutual dislike initially;
Sykes was a key
architect of
Sykes-Picot
Agreement; had
disparaging views of
Bell.

St. John Philby Intelligence colleague [Bell was his first o2
controller in
espionage; briefed him
for mission to Ibn
Saud. Potential rivalry
or differing historical
views on his influence.

e T.E. Lawrence: Bell and T.E. Lawrence first encountered each other in 1911 at the
archaeological site of Carchemish in Syria, where Lawrence was working as a young



archaeologist.19 Both were Oxford-educated historians with a shared passion for the
Arab world, fluency in Arabic, and extensive experience as explorers.20 Their paths
converged more formally during World War | when both were recruited to the Arab
Bureau in Cairo.1 They collaborated on intelligence matters and shared a common goal
of supporting Arab independence from Ottoman rule. This alignment was most evident
at the 1921 Cairo Conference, where both strongly advocated for Emir Faisal to become
the King of the newly formed Irag.13

Despite their shared objectives, their relationship was not without its complexities and
differences. Bell's command of Arabic was generally considered superior to
Lawrence's.13 A notable point of contention arose during the Cairo Conference
regarding the inclusion of the Mosul vilayet in Irag; Bell was a staunch proponent, while
Lawrence initially sided with Winston Churchill's idea of an independent Kurdish buffer
state.13 Accounts suggest Bell's forceful personality sometimes overshadowed
Lawrence in debate.13 Lawrence, in turn, reportedly considered Bell a "poor judge of
character" 80 and at times found her views mercurial, describing her as changing "her
direction every time like a weathercock".20 Conversely, Bell initially described Lawrence
as "an interesting boy".19 Regardless of these personal dynamics, David Hogarth, their
mutual mentor and colleague at the Arab Bureau, suggested that Lawrence's famed
"revolt in the desert" would not have been possible without the crucial intelligence
provided by Bell.23 In the post-war era, Bell's direct political influence in the
administration and shaping of Iraq became arguably more sustained and hands-on than
Lawrence's, who largely withdrew from direct political involvement in the region.62
Winston Churchill: Bell's interactions with Winston Churchill were most significant
during the pivotal 1921 Cairo Conference, where Churchill, then serving as the Colonial
Secretary, presided over decisions that would shape the modern Middle East." Bell,
leveraging her unparalleled knowledge of Mesopotamian affairs and her strong
convictions, was instrumental in persuading Churchill to support the installation of Emir
Faisal as King of Irag.” She also successfully advocated for her vision of Iraqg's territorial
boundaries, including the crucial and contested inclusion of Mosul, and for granting the
new kingdom a significant degree of autonomy under British mandate.? Churchill initially
held different views, particularly regarding Mosul, which he had considered as part of a
potential independent Kurdish state to act as a buffer.” Bell's forceful arguments and
detailed understanding of the local dynamics played a key role in shifting British policy
on these critical issues.

Sir Percy Cox: Sir Percy Cox was a central figure in Gertrude Bell's political career in
Mesopotamia. As the preeminent British civil authority (Chief Political Officer and later
High Commissioner), Cox recognized Bell's unique value and appointed her as his
Oriental Secretary.' Their collaboration began in Basra in 1916 and continued in
Baghdad, forming a formidable partnership in the administration of the occupied
territory and the subsequent formation of Irag.' Bell and Cox were leading proponents
of a policy of indirect administration, advocating for Arab self-determination, albeit
within the framework of the British Mandate.®? Cox deeply valued Bell's expertise,



insights, and her ability to liaise with Arab leaders, considering her services
indispensable.” Her letters reveal a strong professional respect and personal regard for
Cox, and his eventual retirement from Iraq was a significant personal and professional
loss for her.°

King Faisal I: Gertrude Bell was the principal architect of King Faisal I's ascent to the
Iraqi throne." She championed him tirelessly, believing his Hashemite lineage and
leadership during the Arab Revolt made him the most suitable candidate to unify the
diverse and often fractious elements of the new Iraqi state. Upon Faisal's arrival in Iraq,
Bell became his most trusted advisor and confidante, guiding him through the
intricacies of Iraqi tribal politics, helping him establish his government, and acting as a
crucial intermediary between his administration and the British authorities.® She was
instrumental in building his legitimacy among the Iragi populace and was known
affectionately and respectfully as "al-Khatun" (the Lady of the Court)." While their
relationship was generally close and collaborative, it was not without its challenges. Bell
sometimes found Faisal difficult to manage, and in her later years, her direct influence
with the King appeared to wane as his own political acumen and Iragi networks
developed.?°

Other Arab Leaders (including Ibn Saud): Bell's extensive travels and deep immersion
in Arab culture allowed her to cultivate relationships with a wide array of tribal leaders
across Mesopotamia and Arabia.' This network was crucial for her intelligence work and
political maneuvering. She famously met Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, the future founder of
Saudi Arabia, in Basra in November 1916, when she acted as his escort for a meeting
with Sir Percy Cox.” Interestingly, her earlier loyalties in central Arabia had been with Ibn
Saud's rivals, the Ibn Rashid family of Ha'il, a city she had audaciously visited in 1913-14
and where she had been briefly detained.* Her ability to engage with these powerful,
often competing, desert sheikhs was a testament to her courage, linguistic skills, and
understanding of tribal protocols.

Charles Doughty-Wylie & Henry Cadogan (Romantic Interests): Bell's personal life
was marked by deep emotional attachments that remained largely unfulfilled. Early in
her travels, she became engaged to Henry Cadogan, a junior diplomat in Tehran.
However, her father disapproved of the match due to Cadogan's financial standing, and
tragically, Cadogan died of cholera in 1893 before any resolution could be reached.?
Later, and more profoundly, Bell developed a deep, albeit unconsummated, love for
Major Charles Doughty-Wylie, a married British army officer with whom she maintained
an intense and emotional correspondence between 1913 and 1915." Doughty-Wylie was
killed in action at Gallipoli in April 1915, a loss that devastated Bell and is often cited as a
source of enduring sadness in her life.° These relationships offer a glimpse into the
personal vulnerabilities and romantic longings of a woman who publicly projected
immense strength and independence.

Sir Mark Sykes: Bell's relationship with Sir Mark Sykes, one of the chief architects of
the controversial Sykes-Picot Agreement, was initially fraught with antagonism. They
first met in Syria in 1905 and reportedly took an immediate dislike to each other, a



mutual animosity that lasted for several years before a rapprochement around 1912.%°
Sykes, known for his imperialist views, held a particularly disparaging opinion of Bell,
famously and crudely describing her as a "conceited, gushing, flat-chested,
man-woman, globe-trotting, rump wagging, blethering ass".” Their views on the future
political arrangement of the Middle East often diverged, with Bell generally advocating
for a greater degree of Arab self-determination (albeit under British guidance) than
Sykes's more overtly imperialist plans initially countenanced.®’

e D.G. Hogarth: David George Hogarth, a respected archaeologist and keeper of the
Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, was a significant mentor and influential colleague to
both Gertrude Bell and T.E. Lawrence." It was Hogarth who recognized Bell's unique
qualifications and invited her to join the Arab Bureau in Cairo in November 1915, thus
formally bringing her into British intelligence operations.” Their relationship was
characterized by intellectual respect and close collaboration, particularly in the
gathering and analysis of intelligence crucial to the British war effort in the Middle East.

e Sir Arnold Wilson: Bell's working relationship with Sir Arnold Wilson, who served as
Acting Civil Commissioner in Baghdad from 1918 to 1920, was notably contentious.*’
They held fundamentally opposing views on the future administration of Irag. Wilson
was a proponent of direct British colonial rule, believing that the Iragis were not yet
ready for self-government.®? Bell, conversely, increasingly advocated for the
establishment of an Arab government with British advisors, arguing that this approach
was more politically astute and sustainable in the face of rising Arab nationalism.? This
ideological clash led to significant friction, with Bell at one point attempting to
circumvent Wilson by sending her own draft constitution for Iraq directly to officials in
London.”

e St. John Philby: Harry St. John Bridger Philby was another British Arabist and explorer
who became a significant figure in Arabian politics. According to some accounts,
Gertrude Bell served as Philby's first controller in the world of espionage, teaching him
its "finer arts".”® She briefed him in Baghdad in 1917 prior to his important diplomatic
mission to Ibn Saud in Najd.®? There are suggestions in some sources of a potential
rivalry or at least differing historical interpretations regarding the extent of Philby's
influence compared to Bell's in Iraq, with one comment noting that Philby might have
been the true "Lawrence of Irag" but his contributions were sidelined.®? This highlights
the complex interplay of personalities and the contested nature of historical narratives
of influence in the region.

V. Writings and Publications

Gertrude Bell was a prolific writer, and her published works, encompassing travelogues,
archaeological studies, poetry translations, official reports, and voluminous correspondence,
form a significant part of her legacy. These writings not only document her extraordinary life
and experiences but also provide invaluable insights into the history, culture, and politics of
the Middle East during a transformative period.

A. Major Travelogues and Archaeological Works

Bell's literary career began with accounts of her early travels, which quickly established her as



a keen observer and a gifted writer.

Safar Nameh: Persian Pictures (1894, also titled Persian Pictures): This was her first
book, a collection of evocative travel sketches based on her visit to Persia (Iran) in 1892.*
It showcased her early fascination with the region and her developing literary style.
Poems from the Divan of Hafiz (1897): Demonstrating her mastery of classical Persian,
Bell published this acclaimed translation of the works of the great 14th-century Persian
poet Hafiz." This work was well-regarded for its literary merit and fidelity to the original.
Syria: The Desert and the Sown (1907): Perhaps her most famous travelogue, this
book chronicles her 1905 journey from Jericho to Antioch, through a land of warring
tribes then under nominal Turkish control.! lllustrated with over 160 of her own
photographs, it offered vivid descriptions of the Arabian deserts, its peoples, and
ancient ruins, effectively opening up the region to the Western world.?°

The Thousand and One Churches (1909): Co-authored with the archaeologist Sir
William M. Ramsay, this scholarly work documents their excavations and study of
Byzantine-era churches and other monuments in the Binbirkilise region of Anatolia
(Turkey).?° It remains a seminal study of postclassical Anatolian monuments.*®
Amurath to Amurath (1911): This acclaimed work describes Bell's expedition in 1909
along the Euphrates River to Mesopotamia, including her journey to the Abbasid palace
of Ukhaidir and her return via Baghdad and Asia Minor.?° It notably discusses the
changes in the region following the rise of the Young Turks and is replete with her
photographs, vividly illuminating Middle Eastern history and archaeology.?®

The Palace and Mosque of Ukhaidir: A Study in Early Mohammadan Architecture
(1914): This scholarly monograph is considered one of Bell's most important
contributions to archaeology, providing a detailed architectural study of the remote
Ukhaidir complex.® Unlike her travelogues, this was a rigorous academic study aimed at
a scholarly readership.”’

B. Official Reports and Correspondence
In addition to her books for a general and scholarly audience, Bell produced highly influential
official reports and maintained a vast correspondence that has since been published.

The Arab of Mesopotamia (1917): Published anonymously at the request of the War
Office, this work was an anthology of ethnographic reports, historical essays, and
practical guidance for British soldiers newly arrived in Mesopotamia.® It served as an
instruction manual, leveraging Bell's deep understanding of local cultures and tribal
dynamics.

Review of the Civil Administration of Mesopotamia (Cmd 1061, 1920): This was a
masterly and highly significant official White Paper, possibly the first composed by a
woman.?® Bell spent nearly a year writing this comprehensive report, which detailed the
British military occupation and administration of Mesopotamia down to the summer of
1920, when Britain accepted the League of Nations Mandate.’ It traced the early years
of what would become modern Iraqg, noting shifts in power, allegiances, and nascent
nationalist sentiments, and provided crucial recommendations for the future



governance of the territory.”

Published Letters: Gertrude Bell was a prolific letter writer, and her correspondence
provides an intimate and detailed record of her life, thoughts, and the momentous
events she witnessed and participated in.

o The Letters of Gertrude Bell (1927): Selected and edited by her stepmother,
Lady Florence Bell, these two volumes were published posthumously and offer a
rich insight into her personal and professional life.%°

o The Earlier Letters of Gertrude Bell (1937): Edited by Elsa Richmond (her
half-sister), this collection covers her earlier correspondence.®

o Other collections of her letters and diaries, such as Gertrude Bell: From Her
Personal Papers (1961, edited by Elizabeth Burgoyne) and Gertrude Bell: The
Arabian Diaries, 1913-1914 (2000, edited by Rosemary O'Brien), have also been
published, further illuminating her experiences.?

C. The Gertrude Bell Archive at Newcastle University

The most comprehensive collection of Gertrude Bell's personal and professional papers,
photographs, and her personal library is housed at Newcastle University.* This archive is a
resource of immense international importance.

Contents: The archive includes approximately 16,000 letters, 16 diaries, 7 field
notebooks, around 7,000 photographs taken by Bell between circa 1900-1918, maps,
and miscellaneous papers relating to her work and travels.*® The photographs are
particularly significant, documenting archaeological sites (many of which have since
been damaged or destroyed, such as those in Palmyra *®), landscapes, and the diverse
peoples of the Middle East.® Her letters provide detailed accounts of her travels,
political work, and personal life.®®

UNESCO Recognition: In 2017, the Gertrude Bell Archive was inscribed on UNESCO's
International Memory of the World Register in recognition of its global significance and
its unique, irreplaceable documentation of a transformative period in Middle Eastern
history and Bell's instrumental role within it.* The archive preserves numerous examples
of people and places that have been dramatically changed or deliberately destroyed.”
Accessibility and Research: A significant portion of the archive has been digitized and
is available online, making it accessible to researchers, media, and diaspora
communities worldwide.® It is heavily used, attesting to its ongoing relevance for
understanding Bell's life, the history of the Middle East, archaeology, and colonial
studies.”

VI. Legacy and Critical Perspectives

Gertrude Bell's legacy is multifaceted, marked by significant contributions but also by
enduring controversies. Her impact on the political and cultural landscape of the Middle East,
particularly Iraq, continues to be analyzed and debated from various historical and
postcolonial perspectives.

A. Enduring Impact on Iraqi National Identity and Archaeology

Bell's most tangible and widely praised legacies lie in the field of archaeology and cultural



heritage preservation in Iraq. Her work in establishing the Irag Museum (originally the
Baghdad Museum) was a monumental achievement.! As its first Honorary Director of
Antiquities, she championed the then-radical principle that antiquities should remain in their
country of origin, ensuring that Irag's rich Mesopotamian heritage would form the core of its
national collection rather than being entirely dispersed to Western museums.’ This was a
critical step in fostering a sense of national identity rooted in a deep and shared historical
past. The museum, which she passionately defended, became a cornerstone of Iragi cultural
life.?

Her drafting of Iraq's first antiquities law in 1924 was another landmark contribution.” While
this law has been critiqued for its concessions to foreign excavators *2, it nonetheless
established a legal framework for the protection and management of archaeological sites and
finds within Irag, laying the groundwork for future heritage preservation efforts. Furthermore,
her bequest facilitated the establishment of the British School of Archaeology in Iraq,
promoting continued research and scholarship in the region.” Through these efforts, Bell
played a significant role in shaping how Iraq engaged with its ancient past and how that past
was integrated into its emerging national narrative. The Baghdad Museum, in particular,
reflected her vision of Arab self-determination and was pivotal in shaping Irag's national
identity and archaeological heritage.'

B. Controversies and Criticisms of Her Political Role

Despite her contributions to cultural heritage, Gertrude Bell's political role in the formation of
modern Iraq is fraught with controversy and has drawn considerable criticism.?* Many of the
enduring political problems faced by modern Iraq, including sectarian divisions and border
disputes, are traced by some historians back to the decisions made during the British
Mandate period, in which Bell was a key architect.?’

The borders of Irag, which Bell had a direct hand in drawing , are often cited as a primary
source of contention. These boundaries were frequently delineated with more regard for
British imperial strategic interests (such as oil resources and geopolitical positioning) than for
the existing ethnic, tribal, or sectarian realities on the ground.® The inclusion of the
predominantly Kurdish Mosul vilayet within Iraq, while ensuring the new state's economic
viability, left the Kurdish people without a homeland and divided them among several nations,
leading to decades of unrest and oppression."™

Her instrumental role in the installation of King Faisal |, a Hashemite from the Hejaz with no
prior connection to Mesopotamia, has also been criticized.® While Bell believed Faisal could
unify the country 2, this imposition of a foreign monarch, bypassing local leadership
aspirations, was seen by many Iragis as a continuation of colonial control and contributed to
the underlying fragility of the Hashemite monarchy, which was eventually overthrown in 1958 .2
Moreover, Bell's apparent preference for Sunni Arab leadership and her reported dismissal or
suspicion of the Shia majority and Kurdish aspirations  are seen as having contributed to
power imbalances and exclusionary political structures within the nascent Iraqi state. These
decisions are argued to have exacerbated sectarian tensions and laid the groundwork for
future internal conflicts.® Even some of her contemporaries were critical; T.E. Lawrence, for



example, reportedly considered her a "poor judge of character" ®, and Sir Mark Sykes held a
famously disparaging view of her.”® Bell herself expressed doubts about the long-term viability
of the arrangements she helped create.?° Thus, while she was a powerful agent of British
imperialism who undoubtedly shaped the political map of the Middle East, her legacy in this
domain is deeply contested, viewed by some as a positive force for modernization and by
others as a key figure in a colonial project with damaging long-term consequences.?’

C. Postcolonial and Orientalist Critiques

From postcolonial and Orientalist theoretical perspectives, Gertrude Bell's life and work
present a complex case study. She has been analyzed as an "Orientalist" in the tradition
described by Edward Said, an expert on the "Orient" whose knowledge and activities,
however well-intentioned or personally motivated, ultimately served to aid in the domination
and exploitation of the region by Western imperial powers.” Her extensive writings, including
travelogues like Persian Pictures, have been scrutinized for perpetuating Orientalist
discourses that construct the East through a lens of exoticism, timelessness, and inherent
inferiority or passivity compared to the West.>® Scholars argue that her portrayals often
focused on dehumanizing imagery or characterized Eastern landscapes and societies in ways
that reinforced Western superiority and Eastern "otherness".’

Bell's belief that she had discovered something "uncorrupted" and "timeless" in the tribal
peoples of Syria and Arabia, while being dismissive of the urban societies of the Arab Middle
East as "unsuccessful hybrid cultures" *, reflects a common Orientalist trope of seeking an
"authentic" East that was often imagined as static and pre-modern. Her tendency, like many
contemporaries, to speak of "the Arab," "the Turk," and "the Kurd" as essentialized types *
further illustrates this mindset, which sought to unlock supposed inherent characteristics
rather than engaging with the full complexity and dynamism of these societies.

Despite her evident affection for Arab peoples and her deep immersion in their cultures ', her
work was unambiguously in the service of a broader colonial agenda.*? She was a committed
British imperialist who sought to reconcile Iragi nationalism with British imperial interests.*
This "hybridity" in her approach—being both an advocate for a form of Iraqi
self-determination and an agent of empire—is central to understanding her contested legacy.
Her actions, from intelligence gathering to drawing borders and advising on governance, were
deeply embedded within the power dynamics of colonialism. Even her efforts in archaeology,
such as the antiquities law, while progressive in some respects, still operated within and were
critiqued through the lens of imperial control and benefit.*? Nationalist-minded Iragis have
often perceived her primarily as a spy and a figure tied to foreign occupation, with her
numerous achievements sometimes overshadowed by this political role.”

D. Influence on the Sykes-Picot Agreement's Aftermath and British Colonial History
Gertrude Bell was not directly involved in the negotiation of the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement
itself, which secretly planned the post-WWI division of the Ottoman Middle East between
Britain and France.’ However, she became a key figure in dealing with the complex and often
chaotic aftermath of this agreement and in shaping the realities on the ground according to
British imperial objectives.® The arbitrary borders drawn by Sykes and Picot, which largely



ignored local identities and aspirations, created a volatile political landscape.® Bell, with her
extensive knowledge of the region, was tasked with helping to implement and, where
necessary, adjust these divisions, particularly in the creation of Irag.”

Her influence was profound in determining the territorial extent of the British Mandate of
Mesopotamia and its eventual transformation into the Kingdom of Iraq. She advocated for
expansive Iragi borders, successfully arguing for the inclusion of the Mosul vilayet, a decision
that had significant geopolitical and economic ramifications.® While T.E. Lawrence and other
Arabists petitioned for policies more aligned with genuine Arab independence to avoid future
conflict, their voices were often silenced by the overriding imperialist ideologies and strategic
considerations that dominated international politics.®” Bell, though also an Arabist, operated
more directly within the imperial administrative structure, working to create a viable Iraqi state
that would serve British interests while also attempting to accommodate some Arab
nationalist aspirations.

Her role places her centrally in the broader narrative of British colonial history in the Middle
East. She was an embodiment of the "expert" colonial administrator, leveraging deep regional
knowledge for imperial ends.® Her actions in Iraqg—from advising on governance and security
to shaping its institutions and even its national symbols 2°—were part of a larger British effort
to establish and maintain influence in a strategically vital region following the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire. The state of Iraq, as she helped to construct it, became a key component of
the British imperial system in the Middle East, and the consequences of the political
arrangements made during this period, often reflecting a balance between imperial desires
and local realities, continue to impact the region today.?” Her career illustrates the complex
interplay between individual agency, specialized knowledge, and the overarching dynamics of
colonial power in the 20th century.

VII. Conclusion

Gertrude Bell was an undeniably extraordinary figure whose life and work defied easy
categorization. A woman of formidable intellect, boundless energy, and remarkable courage,
she transcended the conventional limitations placed upon women in the late Victorian and
Edwardian eras to carve out a unique and impactful career as an explorer, mountaineer,
archaeologist, linguist, writer, and ultimately, a highly influential political architect in the
tumultuous reshaping of the Middle East. Her deep immersion in Arab culture, mastery of
regional languages, and extensive travels provided her with an unparalleled understanding of
the "human terrain" of Mesopotamia and Arabia, making her an indispensable asset to the
British Empire during and after the First World War.

Her contributions to archaeology, particularly the founding of the Irag Museum and her efforts
to establish laws protecting Iragi antiquities, represent a significant and relatively progressive
aspect of her legacy, demonstrating a genuine commitment to preserving the cultural
heritage of the land she came to consider her home. However, this dedication to cultural
preservation was inextricably linked to her role as a key agent in the British imperial project.
Bell's political influence in the creation of modern Irag—her role in drawing its borders,
shaping its nascent government, and championing King Faisal I—remains the most
contentious part of her legacy. While she undoubtedly aimed to create a stable and functional



Iraqi state, her actions were undertaken within the framework of British imperial interests,
leading to decisions that often prioritized colonial strategic objectives over local aspirations or
ethno-sectarian cohesion. The political structures and boundaries she helped establish have
been criticized for contributing to long-term instability and conflict in the region.
Gertrude Bell's life serves as a compelling, if complex, case study of the intersection of
personal ambition, intellectual prowess, and the dynamics of empire. She was a product of her
time and class, an imperialist who nonetheless developed a deep affection for the Arab world.
Her story challenges simplistic narratives of colonial encounters, revealing the nuanced and
often contradictory motivations and impacts of individuals operating within vast geopolitical
transformations. Ultimately, Gertrude Bell left an indelible and fiercely debated mark on the
history of Iraq and the broader Middle East, a legacy that continues to provoke scholarly
inquiry and reflection on the enduring consequences of imperial nation-building.
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