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Abstract

Aiming to study the nature and significance of the modern home, this thesis examines in detail
two major influences affecting the furnishing and decoration of the middle class home in Britain
for the period 1890 to 1914. This project considers a variety of representations of the domestic
interior to identify the furnishing ideals they embodied. It focuses on the two major producers of
such representations: the furnishing industry, and the design reform and Arts and Crafts
movement. The commercial and art spheres they stood for approached and expressed in
opposing ways the possibilities opened up by modernisation.

In trying to keep up with the growing demand of the middle class, the furnishing trade applied
capitalist business methods, building a market and helping to create a consumer culture centred
on the home and its equipment. Critical of the perceived ills of industrialization, reformers and
Arts and Crafts designers contested the commercial sphere and promoted instead an artistic
approach to design, responding mainly to aesthetic and social concerns. The resulting

depictions of middle-class domestic interiors represented modern furnishing ideals, albeit
contradictory ones.

Piecing together diverse and fragmentary historical evidence, this thesis studies in detail the
large furnishing firms of the period, and the images, narrative and strategies they used to
promote their goods. It also examines the design reform discourse and particularly the genre of
advice literature. This project aims to unveil the hidden agendas reformers and advisers were
engaged with in the pursuit of the modern home. The analysis reveals the varied ways in which
advice authors portrayed the domestic interior, reflecting stylistic, aesthetic, technological and
commercial concerns. The approach and analysis are interdisciplinary, and are grounded in the
assumption that these representations and discourses, and the ideals they embody, are an
essential account of modernity.
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1900)

Figure 78 Hall furniture in fumed oak for the £200 Model House (Waring & Gillow, trade
catalogue, ca. 1902)

Figure 79 ‘A most comfortable and Artistic Chair’, (Williamson & Cole, trade catalogue,
ca.1906)

Figure 80 ‘Kensington Art Carpets’ for bedrooms, servant’'s rooms and nurseries (John
Barker & Co. Ltd, trade catalogue, 1907)

Figure 81 ‘Entrance or reception hall [...] founded upon the later Renaissance’ (Maple & Co.
Ltd., trade catalogue, ca.1910)

Figure 82 ‘The furniture in this room is of fine Austrian Oak, fumed to a rich brown colour
and wax polished’ (Christr. Pratt & Sons, trade catalogue, 1904)

Figure 83 ‘Second bedroom’ in the £250 model house (Waring & Gillow, trade catalogue,
1897)

Figure 84 Messrs. T. B. & W. Cockayne, trade catalogue, 1900s




Figure 85 Messrs. T. B. & W. Cockayne, trade catalogue, 1900s

Figure 86 ‘Guests Bedroom Completely Furnished for £27:2:0 (Waring & Gillow, trade
catalogue, ca. 1902)

Figure 87 ‘Furniture at the Arts and Crafts Exhibition designed by Sir Robert Lorimer' (The
Cabinet Maker, 4 January, 1913, p. 3)

Figure 88 ‘A Hall Wardrobe' (Gardiner, 1894, p. 25)
Figure 89 ‘A Corner in a Hall Furnished in Old Oak’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 83)

Figure 90 The portiere in ‘A Corner by a Door in a Drawing Room’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 151)

Figure 91 ‘Interior View of Hall' Note the difference with portiere in Fig. 60 (The House, V,
1899, p. 53)

Figure 92 Landing (The House, V, 1899, p. 54)
Figure 93 ‘Chair for Hall' (The House, V, 1899, p. 55)
Figure 94 ‘A hall in oak and plaster’ (J. Crouch and E. Butler, 1900, fig. 26) 1
Figure 95 ‘Hall for Country House' (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate XVII) :
Figure 96 ‘Simple Hall Treatment’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, fig. 61, p. 146)

Figure 97 ‘Elizabethan treatment for Hall of Dining Room’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate VI)

Figure 98 ‘The flat hall’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate XLII)

Figure 99 ‘Entrance hall of a £300 model house.” By Waring & Gillow Ltd. (J. H. Elder-
Duncan, 1907, p. 220)

Figure 100 ‘The Hall, “The Orchard,” Chorley Wood, C.F.A. Voysey, Architect, London (W.
S. Sparrow, 1909, p. 6)

Figure 101 ‘The hall, Bengeo House’ Walter Cave, Architect, London’ (W. S. Sparrow, 1909,
p.7)

Figure 102 ‘Staircase and entrance hall with folding glazed doors. Architect, A. Gustave
Agate’ (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 1)

Figure 103 ‘Hall and staircase with plain wood panelling. Architect, M. H. Baillie Scott’ (E.
Gregory, 1913, p. 1)

Figure 104 ‘A Panelled Dining Room. Designed by Messrs. Wood, Altrincham’ Notice the

panelled walls, hinges on sideboard, beamed ceiling, window seat and Chippendale style
chair (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 107)

Figure 105 ‘An Effective but inexpensively Furnished Dining-Room’ As in Fig. 72, dining
table is covered with cloth (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. vi)

Figure 106 ‘The Oak Wainscoted Dining Room’ (The House, V, 1899, p. 134)

Figure 107 "'The Wainscoted Oak Dining Room [...] showing the Window Fitments' (The
House, V, 1899, p. 135)

Figure 108 ‘A Dining Room’ (J. Crouch and E. Butler, 1900, fig. 42)
Figure 109 Modernized ‘Jacobean Dining Room’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate XXl)

Figure 110 ‘Simple cottage furniture in oak.’ Dining table, rush bottomed chairs, armchairs,
oak bench, dresser.” By Heal & Son (J. H. Elder-Duncan, 1907, p. 209)
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Figure 111 ‘Simple cottage furniture in oak.” Settee, windsor chair, armchair, gate-leg table,

bookcase with glazed doors, brass candle-sticks.’ By Heal & Son (J. H. Elder-Duncan, 1907,
p. 209)

Figure 112 ‘Corner of dining room furnished with inlaid mahogany, after the “Sheraton”
period.” By Waring & Gillow (J. H. Elder-Duncan, 1907, p. 218)

Figure 113 ‘Dining room, Bengeo House. Herts. Walter Cave, Architect, London’ (W. S.
Sparrow, 1909, p. 292)
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Figure 114 A dining-room containing many examples of old furniture and reproductions.
Architect, W. Rupert Davison’ Notice dresser on the right. (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 40)

Figure 115 ‘Constructional brickwork as decoration in a dining-room fireplace recess.
Architects, Messrs. Fair and Myer’ (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 40)

Figure 116 'The Drawing room of a Flat’ (Gardiner, 1894, p. 111)
Figure 117 ‘A Panelled Drawing Room with Marqueterie Furniture’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 143)

Figure 118 ‘A Drawing-Room Decorated and Furnished in French Style’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p.
157)

Figure 119 ‘View of Drawing Room from Piano’ (The House, VI, 1899, p. 139)

Figure 120 ‘View of Drawing Room looking towards Window' (The House, VI, 1899, p. 138)
Figure 121 ‘A panelled drawing room’ (J. Crouch and E. Butler, 1900, fig. 60)

Figure 122 ‘A drawing room’ (J. Crouch and E. Butler, 1900, fig. 62)

Figure 123 ‘Louis XV Boudoir in Town House’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate XXI1X)

Figure 124 ‘Adams Drawing Room’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, fig. 81)

Figure 125 ‘Corner of a drawing room with inlaid mahogany furniture and Wilton pile carpet.’
By Waring & Gillow (J. H. Elder-Duncan, 1907)

Figure 126 ‘Drawing-Room in a London House. With a view of the hall and staircase. By
permission of Frank Brangwyn A.R.A." (W. S. Sparrow, 1909, p. 296)

Figure 127 ‘Drawing room in a London house with white panelled walls. Note the simple
fireplace and the firequard. Walter Cave, Architect, London’ (W. S. Sparrow, 1909, p. 298)

Figure 128 ‘A quaint sitting-room suggestive of an old country cottage.’ Architect, M. H.
Baillie Scott’ (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 65)

Figure 129 ‘Two views of the sitting-room in a reconstructed country cottage. The furniture

is old and the prints are old black-framed prints. Architect, Horace White F.R.1.B.A.’ (E.
Gregory, 1913, p. 72)

Figure 130 ‘A sitting-room in a country house. Architect, M. H. Baillie Scott’ (E. Gregory,
1913, p. 104)

Figure 131 ‘A room carried out in white and accentuated by colours suggested by the opal.
Designer, H. K. Prosser’ (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 144)

Figure 132 ‘A Cheaply Furnished Boudoir Bedroom’ (Gardiner, 1894, p. 191)

Figure 133 "A Boudoir Bedroom' as an example of fitted furniture (Gardiner, 1894, p. 88)

Figure 134 'Bed Sitting Room’ (Heal & Son, trade catalogue, 1902)
Figure 135 "The Best Bedroom' (Gardiner, 1894, p. 41)



Figure 136 ‘A Draped Bedstead’ (Gardiner, 1894, p. 123)
Figure 137 ‘A Man’s Bedroom’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 183)
Figure 138 ‘An Idea for a Bedroom' (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 173)

Figure 139" A Boudoir-Bedroom Furnished in Chippendale Mahogany’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p.
195)

Figure 141 “View of the best Bedroom’ The Fireplace (The House, V, 1899, p. 213)
Figure 142 'View of the best Bedroom' The Window (The House, V, 1899, p. 214)
Figure 143 Fireplace in a bedroom’ (J. Crouch and E. Butler, 1900, fig. 69)

Figure 144 ‘A bedroom’ (J. Crouch and E. Butler, 1900, fig. 68)

Figure 145 ‘Ingle Nook of Fitted Bedroom (H. J. Jennings, 1902, fig. 92)

Figure 146 ‘Fitted Bedroom' (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate XXXIX)

Figure 147 “White Fitted Bedroom’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, fig. 94, p. 232)

Figure 148 ‘Design for a bedroom furnished with a “Sheraton” suite.' By Oetzmann & Co. (J.
H. Elder-Duncan, 1907, p. 204)

Figure 149 ‘Bedroom Suite in fine Mahogany’ By Oetzmann & Co. (J. H. Elder-Duncan,
1907, p. 210)

Figure 150 ‘Furniture for country cottages, bungalows or flats’ By Oetzmann & Co. (J. H.
Elder-Duncan, 1907, p. 204)

Figure 151 ‘Bedroom in carved oak. Price of suite £16 10s.; bedstead (additional) £2 18s.
6d.; bureau (additional) £2 12s 6d." By Oetzmann & Co. (J. H. Eider-Duncan, 1907, p. 210)

Figure 152 ‘Spare bedroom. From a house which has been specially designed and
furnished to demonstrate what can be done for £500." By Waring & Gillow Ltd. (J. H. Elder-
Duncan, 1907, p. 212)

Figure 153 ‘Bedroom furnished in “Colonial Adam” style.” By Heal & Son (J. H. Elder-
Duncan, 1907, p. 211)

Figure 154 ‘The furniture in this room was designed for its position by the occupier of the
house Arthur W. Simpson. Architect, C. F. A. Voysey' (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 104)

Figure 155 ‘An original bedstead, the foot of which is formed into a seat. Architect, R. Barry
Parker’' (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 80)

Figure 156 ‘Nursery formed in the roof of a house. Architect, C. H. B. Quennell F.R.I.B.A.’
(E. Gregory, 1913, p. 57)

Figure 157 ‘A well-equipped kitchen. Architect, Walter H. Brierley F.R.I.B.A.’ (E. Gregory,
1913, p. 97)

Figure 158 ‘A Modern Ingle Nook' (Gardiner, 1894, p. 118)
Figure 159 “Treatment for Drawing-Room Window’ (Gardiner, 1894, p. 81)

Figure 160 A Renovation of an Ugly Mirror in an Inexpensively Furnished Drawing-Room’
(Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 147)

Figure 161 "The Flat Drawing Room’ (H. J. Jennings, 1902, plate XLV)

Figure 162 "Example of bedroom furnished after the “Queen Anne” period.’ By Waring &
Gillow Ltd. (J. H. Elder-Duncan, 1909, p. 214)




Figure 163 ‘Dining-room in a London house. With English furniture of the eighteenth century
From a photograph lent by James Orrock, R.l." (W. S. Sparrow, 1909, p. 296)

Figure 164 ‘Entrance to Music Room, Littlecourt, Walter Cave, Architect, London’ (W. S.
Sparrow, 1809, p. 297)

Figure 165 ‘A Living-Room with Dining Recess’ by the architect M. H. Baillie Scott (E.
Gregory, 1913, p. 97)

Figure 166 ‘The odd-room as a small and well-equipped library or study’, Architect,
Frederick Rowntree, F.R.|.B.A. (E. Gregory, 1913, p. 65)

Figure 167 ‘A “Well” Grate’ (Mrs Peel, 1898, p. 73)
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Introduction

From the eighteenth century and increasingly from the mid nineteenth century the home in
Britain, its furnishing and decoration, has been a subject of particular fascination. Accordingly,
there has been an uninterrupted string of publications about it in the form of books, catalogues,
magazines and j¢:>urnals;1 and since the 1930s and 50s, new mass media formats have joined
in, such as films, television and more recently the internet.” In an industrial and capitalist system
the home has become more than just a place where the family unit nurtures itself. It has
acquired and developed a rich significance for a sense of self and identity supported by family,
class, gender and diverse cultural affiliations. Since the late seventeenth century increased
levels of trade, production and consumption stimulated a growing awareness of goods and
possessions, and what they represent and signify, not only for a privileged few but for an ever
growing number of people. Within the fast paced process of modernisation, the fields of
commerce and industry created unprecedented levels of material wealth reflected in the
architecture, furnishing and decoration of the home. The process has also contributed to

defining and redefining class and gender roles and boundaries to this day.

Because of the revolutionary nature of industrialization affecting every sphere of life, not
everybody welcomed changes, and many resisted its effects. Influential groups of people, such

as those formed around Prince Albert and Henry Cole, the pre-Raphaelites, and William Morris,

came together to oppose what they interpreted as decaying standards in the decorative arts. In
nineteenth century Britain, the home became a battleground for artists and traders who tried
each, from opposing standpoints, to create and shape ideals in domestic decoration. Aligned
with artists and architects, design reformers preached as arbiters of taste opposing the
considerable and increasing influence large furnishing firms exercised in promoting a consumer
culture centred on the home and its equipment. In attacking the products of the machine and
the commercial system, they envisioned a world where not traders but craftsmen following

artistic principles, would be commanding the design and making of domestic goods.

Within the bigger subject of the modern interior, this project aims to contribute to the
understanding of the nature and significance of the modern home through the analysis of a

variety of representations of English middle-class domestic interiors for the period 1890 to 1914.

Crucially, at the time the home was the most important sphere for the display of class and

' The present study uses these varied sources in the form of advice literature (which includes magazines and
books), trade catalogues and advertising.

% Countless films and series featured on television portray the home and its contents. Since the 1990s
programmes involving reality decoration makeovers became popular, such as Changing Rooms, Design Rules,
Home Front, and more recently House Doctor and 60 Minutes Makeover. Other current programmes focus on
the project of building bespoke modern homes and include Grand Designs and Build a New Life in the Country.
An additional category of television shows representing the domestic space is concerned with the home as
property, and it includes Location Location Location, Property Ladder, Open House, Put the Money Where Your

House Is, To Buy or Not to Buy and Homes Under the Hammer among others. Most of these series have links to
websites.
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cultural signifiers, and for most middle-class people, spending on furniture and furnishing was
one of the most significant investments in material and symbolic terms. A wave of publications

and advertising in a wide range of media reflected and supported this endeavour.

The study aims to consider in detail two major influences affecting domestic decoration in this
period. It examines the contradictory pull exerted by the commercial and artistic spheres, paying
particular attention to the impact that the furnishing and retailing industry, and the design reform
discourse contesting it, had in defining decorative ideals for the middle-class home. In
discussing the notion of the modern interior, as portrayed in advice literature, the project aims to
unveil the hidden agendas reformers and advisers were engaged with in the pursuit of the
modern home. Overall it aims to understand why and in which ways the sphere of art contested
industry, as a key to reveal the conflicting modernity embedded in representations of the middle-
class home. Additionally the project also aims to understand why in England, and particularly
from 1890 to 1914, decorative artists, traders, and consumers consciously and repeatedly
chose historical styles and designs to convey the modernity of the home. Such aim addresses
the constant tension between tradition and innovation in the quest for the modern home, its

furnishing and decoration.

Design history literature has given due attention to artistic design and artistic schools of the
period. The aim here is to complement such approach by addressing and stressing the
significance and relevance of commercial design, and its retailing, as cultural expressions of
modernity. Based on the reconstruction of the origins, growth and expansion of a sample of
furnishing firms supplying the middle class, the objective is to highlight the importance and
strength of the retailing industry, and to examine its decisive role in the creation and shaping of
a culture of consumption centred on the home. A key and distinct trait in the history of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries relates to a matter of scale. It was in response to the
needs of a fast growing population that large-scale industries and businesses developed. The
unprecedented scale of operations in production, retailing and therefore consumption, created
of necessity a different type of home, one that expressed its modernity in the terms of the

commercial sphere.

At the beginning, three intriguing aspects motivated this project. One was seeing that a
considerable amount of literature on the subject of domestic decoration focused mainly on
wealthy examples of the upper and middle-class, emphasizing the homes of distinguished

owners and the work of famous architects and designers.3 These homes, although important,

* Well known examples are: Mario Praz, An lilustrated History of Interior Decoration: From Pompeii to Art
Nouveau, 1% ed. 1964 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994); George Savage, A Concise History of Interior
Decoration (London: Thames and Hudson, 1966); Nicholas Cooper, The Opulent Eye: Late Victorian and
Edwardian Taste in Interior Design (London: Architectural Press, 1976); Mark Girouard, Sweetness and Light,
The ‘Queen Anne’ Movement 1860-1900 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977); John Cornforth, Quest for Comfort:
English Interiors, 1790-1848 (London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1978), Charles McCorquodale, History of the Interior
(New York: Vendome Press, 1983); Peter Thornton, Authentic Décor: The Domestic Interior, 1620-1920, 1* ed.
1984 (London: Seven Dials, Cassell & Co., 2000); James Chambers, The English House (London: Thames
Methuen, 1985); Jeremy Cooper, Victorian and Edwardian Décor: From the Gothic Revival to Art Nouveau (New
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could not account for the interiors in the smaller type of house inhabited by the less affluent
middle class, and which few authors seemed interested in discussing, particularly for the period
from 1890 to 1914.° Perhaps the reason for this difference in attention is connected to sources,
since the wealthy or renowned type of home tends to leave behind a fair amount of records; a
factor that appeals to researchers. The historian Lori Ann Loeb ventures additional reasons:
Curiously, the simple material abundance of the Victorian middle-class world has
received little historical attention. Material culture studies have focused on the realities
of everyday life of the working class. Studies of objects owned by the prosperous have
been preoccupied with aesthetics and style rather than the object as embodiment of
culture. Studies of Victorian interiors have stressed opulence. Historians of the industrial
revolution have concentrated on mass production rather than mass consumption.”
In historical research it is inescapable that there should be a hierarchy of themes reflecting their
relevance. Based on my initial impressions, the study of the furnishing and decoration of the
ordinary middle-class home came across as being of marginal importance. it was not a good
reason to dismiss it as a subject though, given that the significance of a particular topic is not
always immediately evident. The domestic interior with its abundance of furniture and furnishing,

as Loeb points out, is an embodiment of culture.

A second aspect relates to the references found in design history literature describing most of
nineteenth century material culture as ugly, poor in quality and generally of a low order. Linked
to that perception, middle-class interiors have been typified as excessively ornamented,
cluttered and tasteless. For example, referring to the middle classes in the nineteenth century
John Heskett said that their ‘newly acquired wealth and position often manifested itself in a
piling-up of decorative effect, resulting in an exuberant and florid vulgarity’, and explained that
the manufacturers who supplied them ‘pillaged the stylistic canons of past cultures in search of
novelty’.® In contrast to the above trait, in this same literature there is praise for the
contributions to taste and design from artistic schools such as the Arts and Crafts and to this
movement’s mission of rescuing traditional handcraft working methods. In general surveys of
movements and styles, it is not uncommon for historians to agree with the complaints of
nineteenth century design reformers. These critics are portrayed, for example, as ‘seeking to

counter the negative effects of the industrial revolution through reforms in the areas of skilled

York, London, Paris: Abbeville Press Publishers, 1987); Stephen Calloway, Twentieth Century Decoration: The
Domestic Interior from 1900 to the Present Day (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988); Charlotte Gere,
Nineteenth-Century Decoration: The Art of The Interior (London: Weidenfe!d and Nicolson, 1989); Clive
Wainwright, The Romantic Interior: The British Collector at Home, 1750-1850 (London, Yale University Press,
1989); Alan and Ann Gore, The History of English Interiors (Oxford: Phaidon, 1991); Charlotte Gere with Lesley
Hoskins, The House Beautiful: Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetic Interior {London: Lund Humphries and The Geffrye
Museum, 2000).
* Exceptions include: Alastair Service, Edwardian Interiors: Inside the Homes of the Poor, the Average and the
Wealthy (London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1982); Stefan Muthesius, The English Terraced House (London: Yale
University Press, 1982); Mark Turner and Lesley Hoskins, Silver Studio of Design: A design and source book for
home decoration, (London: Webb & Bower in association with Michael Joseph, 1988); Helen Long, The
Edwardian House: Studies in Design and Material Culture (London: Manchester University Press, 1993);Thad
Logan, The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).
® Lori Anne Loeb, Consuming Angels: Advertising and Victorian Women (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1994),
. Vii.
John Heskett, Industrial Design (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980), p. 19.

~ili-



crafts, social engagement, and development of taste [...] to replace cheap, poor-quality
industrial products with qualitatively better products of a reformed skilled craft production’.” It is
also the case that some authors register the reformers’ complaints objectively, without agreeing
with them, and seeing criticism as a matter of perception, but then proceed to discuss the

designs and designers belonging to the reform movements while barely mentioning the mass
products of commercial enterprise.B

It is interesting to see that few historians, until recently, have questioned such an approach. This
historiographic trend, probably started by Nikolaus Pevsner, and reinforced by John Gloag and
Herbert Read, repeats the nineteenth-century design reformers’ belittling of commercial design
and middle-class taste.’ In their study of eighteenth-century commerce in England, N.
McKendrick et al complain that ‘the historian’s distaste for the commercial aspect has led to a
blindness to Wedgwood's achievements’.'® If the design reform discourse was so powerful and
pervasive that its echoes are still heard today, and if it was true that, with the exception of
artistic designs from the Aesthetic, Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau schools, most ordinary
domestic goods and interiors were ‘cheap and nasty’, it seems important to find out why.
Historians have traditionally understood and presented the design reformers’ motives as
altruistic, artistic, noble and therefore justified. Instead of taking reformers’ intentions and
criticism at face value, the aim of this study is to follow an alternative approach searching for
and questioning the drive behind them.

In the past two decades there has been a shift in focus in British design history from a cuitural
high ground and the sphere of production towards examining the role of consumers and
consumption.’! Although this has incited an ongoing re-evaluation of nineteenth century
commercial design, it seems the retailing side of the furniture and furnishing industry is still
missing its rightful place:;12 and there remains a hierarchy as to which goods and interiors are
considered better or more important in terms of design and aesthetics. In reference to the
Victorian and Edwardian periods, it seems inappropriate to compare, say, a chair that was
created as a work of art with another that was produced as a commodity intended to be

affordable. It is thus relevant to ask why the canon in design history has given place of honour

" Thomas Hauffe, Design: A Concise History (London: Laurence King, 1998), p. 12.

8 See for example Anne Massey, Interior Design of the 20" Century (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990), pp. 7-
62.

® Victor Margolin, ‘Design History or Design Studies: Subject Matter and Methods', Design Issues, 11 (1995), 4-
15(p. 7).

Y N. McKendrick, J. Brewer and J. H. Plumb, The Birth of a Consumer Society (London: Hutchinson, 1983), as
cited in Christopher Bailey, ‘Review’, Journal of Design History, 6 (1993), 136-37 (p. 136). Bailey reviews a book
on trade catalogues and refers to McKendrick et al's book.

Y The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. by Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986); Thomas Richards, The Commodity Culture of Victorian England: Advertising
and Spectacle, 1851-1914 (London: Verso, 1991); John Brewer and Roy Porter, Consumption and the World of
Goods (London: Routledge, 1993); Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity (London: Polity Press, 1996);
Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter, ed. by Daniel Miller (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998);
Judy Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Life (Oxford: Berg, 2000).

12 There are important contributions from retail and business histories and from the field of consumption studies
addressing the department store, although not specifically the arena of house furnishing. In the field of design
history a notable exception is Clive Edwards' recently published Turning Houses into Homes: A History of the

Retailing and Consumption of Domestic Furnishings (Aldershot (Hants): Ashgate, 2005). This literature is
discussed in Chapter 1.
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to a few hundred artistic designs while neglecting the myriad of articles based on commercial
design.

There was yet a third element motivating this research. When first examining sources such as
trade catalogues and advice literature it became apparent that historical styles and models
played a big part in domestic furnishing. With the exception of some designs in the style of the
Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau, the overwhelming majority of representations of domestic
interiors relied on historical designs or were clearly inspired by them. If these sources reflected
a general preference, it was puzzling to see that designers chose to convey the idea of the
modern home via a constant reference to the past. This was a trait | had already addressed
when carrying out my MA research on the drawing room in Santa Fe de Bogota in the
nineteenth century.’ The most fashionable rooms of the 1880s and 90s depended on imported
furniture reproductions of English and French styles from the eighteenth century. The difference
with Englahd was that in Colombia a good number of people were not aware that these styles

were based on past models and thus consumed them as totally modern products.

Initially this project centred on the visual and material culture of the middle-class home, as real
practice. It set out to follow the methodological approach of piecing together diverse types of
evidence, visual and written. ldeally the resulting image would reveal a typical interior and in
that sense, would be representative. However, the type of sources available suggested a
different approach, and the project moved from addressing the subject of the domestic interior

as real practice, to focusing instead on its varied representations searching for the modernities

they embodied.

The problem with aiming to show the real interior was not lack of sources. The years from 1890
to 1914 are still recent in historical terms and there is enough material evidence such as
furniture and furnishings, designs, images and accounts about domestic interiors. There is, for
example, a good amount of business and design records from the firms and shops producing
and selling the multitude of articles the middle class required. This category includes trade
catalogues and adverts published in newspapers, magazines and journals. While examining
these sources it became clear that they could not reflect, however, how in reality the middle
class furnished and decorated their homes. These documents reflected retailing strategies
rather than consumption practices, which were quite different, even if closely connected. Trade
catalogues of the period targeted the middle-class householder living on a moderate income
offering model examples designed and exhibited to entice them. Images of domestic rooms in
these catalogues, tended to include sets of things that the shop was interested in promoting; so
the resulting picture was not intended to mirror the way furniture and furnishings would be
arranged in a real room but to challenge it. Commercial images did not attempt to recreate real

spaces but to resemble them enough to instil decorative ideals in consumers’ minds.

" Patricia Lara-Betancourt, ‘La Sala Domestica en Santa Fe de Bogota, Siglo XIX' (unpublished master's thesis,
Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 1997).
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Photographic records presented a different type of obstacle. To begin with, not many people
had access to photographic equipment, and interiors were difficult to record because of light
conditions. If pictures survive it is difficult to date them precisely, but even when possible it is
hard to be sure if the interior was recently decorated. It is unusual to find a set of photographs
showing all the rooms in the household; more often they show just one space, which tends to be
either the drawing room or the dining room, and very seldom the kitchen. Also, it is difficult to be
sure about the extent to which any amount of photographic evidence gathered is representative
of a sector of the population. Besides, interiors are not static creations but dynamic ones prone
to changes. To do them justice would require fulfilling the improbable condition of having a
sequence of records capturing the transformations, including those not evident at first sight. In
real life it is more common for people to introduce gradual changes and updating than to
transform an interior completely on a regular basis. This trait raises the question of how long
can a modern interior remain so, and how does it need to alter to keep being modern. Also
relevant would be to tell the difference between a modern interior and one that is not but is
nevertheless of its time. What these issues point at is that photographs of real interiors are not a

direct window on to the past, thus posing more questions than what they answer.

Another type of source that initially appeared relevant in the aim to pin down real spaces, were
autobiographies written by women. | managed to locate eleven of these books each devoting
several pages to the description of the homes and rooms the authors inhabited. They seemed
like a promising source because this type of account links the personal description of the home
with the modern act of exercising self-consciousness and reflection in leaving a record for
posterity. It was no coincidence that the proliferation of autobiographical accounts, especially
the ones written by women, came together with the industrial revolution and the important role
given to the private and domestic sphere, which paradoxically increased the presence of women
in the public sphere through their shopping and consumption activities. Autobiographies
appeared like a rich source to illustrate the experience of modernity in three fronts, as a
personal, family and historical record. The drawback was that these accounts were written at
the end of a lifetime, and usually focused on the home of childhood. Some authors described
other homes they inhabited throughout their lives, but their accounts are also the memory of a
home and not a contemporary depiction, bringing with them an altered perspective given by
hindsight. As with photographs, autobiographies, even if based on memory, provide a snapshot
in time and do not tell of the vicissitudes of home arrangements through the years.

Besides autobiographies women also wrote books on a wide range of topics. One area that
particularly engaged their attention was that of domestic decoration, usually linked to journalism
and magazine writing. A good number of women published advice books on how to furnish the
middle-class home. This was a genre originally practised by male writers, mainly those related
to the design reform movement. As a source, it turned out to be a specific one in everything
related to domestic decoration with the additional bonus that, for the period considered in this
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study, it targeted the ordinary householder. The problem was that the intention of these books
was not to reflect people’'s homes but to change them. Advice literature was a genre with a
mission: not just that of giving advice but of transforming people’s taste and attitude towards
furnishing. Its point of departure was to exemplify something that did not exist, or rather, that

existed mainly in people’s imagination and reflected their aspirations.

As secondary sources, history and design history literature presented an additional difficulty
concerning the way researchers have used primary sources, and particularly representations of
the domestic space, usually taking them as indication of practice. In the introduction to the book
Imagined Interiors its editors, Jeremy Aynsley and Charlotte Grant confirm that for many
historians ‘representations of the interior have tended to figure as evidence’ and ‘have all been
examined for testimony of what the homes of our ancestors actually looked like'.' This
behaviour is surprising given that as part of their trade, historians know that historical
documents cannot be taken as direct reflections of the past; they are never transparent to the
researcher’s gaze and therefore need to be assessed critically. Perhaps the difficulty lies with
the potency of visual images and the instinctive tendency of human beings to believe what they
see. A good example of critical work is Emma Ferry’s doctoral dissertation on Victorian advice
literature, showing in detail how far prescriptive advice was from reflecting real pr:.actices.15 In
the case of the book Imagined Interiors, its contributors set out to identify, not the actual
domestic space, but the conventions followed in representing them, to determine the particular

point of view from which such representations were constructed and to reveal attitudes to the
interior.

Regarding my project, that sources depicting the domestic interior had been used uncritically,
pointed at the need to examine them for what they were and establish the kind of evidence they
could provide. This implied interpreting the meaning of these images within the contexts in
which they were produced. Even if representations did not reflect the materiality of real interiors
it was reasonable to suppose that they could reflect revealing traits. Studying the context and
identifying who produced these accounts and images and why, could disclose if not what people
actually achieved in their homes and interiors, at least some insights into what they expected
from them, and the kind of influences they experienced. Such an approach proved fruitful

because it opened the theme up, showing its breadth and complexity highlighting aspects such
as the potency of ideals, which were not initially evident.

In the case of commercial sources this method pointed in the direction of business and retail
history. As a result the first chapter deals with the retail scene of the period to demonstrate its
relevance in the discussion of the modern home. Chapter 1 examines the significant

transformation of the retail sector supplying home furniture and furnishing. It reconstructs the

" Imagined Interiors: Representing the Domestic Interior since the Renaissance, ed. by Jeremy Aynsley and
Charlotte Grant (London: V&A Publications, 2006), p. 17.

' Ferry, Emma, ‘Advice, Authorship and the Domestic Interior: An inter-disciplinary study of Macmillan's ‘Art at
Home Series’ 1876-1883" (unpublished doctoral thesis, Kingston University, 2004)
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origins, growth and expansion of a sample of furnishing firms supplying the middle class in
England, including Shoolbred, Maple, Heal, Oetzmann, Whiteley and Waring & Gillow among
others. The power of the large type of firm is seen in its adoption of modern business methods,
in the increasing number and size of its shops, factories and depositories, and in the large and
growing range of its goods, departments and services. Being by definition a retail concern, most
significant of all is perhaps the domination the large furnishing house exercised over production,
not just of furniture but of the myriad of goods required in the equipment of the home.

Addressing the development of furnishing firms in the period is necessary to understand the
motives and interests driving supply and demand and therefore their implications in the
production, retailing and consumption of domestic goods. It highlights for example, the visual
abundance of commercial representations of the domestic space at the time, as seen in adverts,
trade catalogues, showrooms, shops and exhibitions, reaching an audience of millions.
Furthermore, this first chapter illustrates the modernity of a model of middle-class home as a
reflection of advances in commerce and industry responding to the possibilities offered by a
capitalist economic system. Crucially, recognizing the power of the retailing sphere helps to
appreciate the nature and scope of the opposition it triggered from the design reform movement.

The theme developed in the first chapter is essential to understand the reasons behind the
design reformers’ campaign.

While closely examining advice literature, two things stood out. One was the strong and
constant criticism of traders and their products, and the portrayal of middle-class women's
decorative efforts, and consequently their home, as the embodiment of bad taste. The other was
the way in which the narrative clearly promoted principles and ideas belonging to the design
reform discourse. This literature addressed people of moderate incomes trying to teach them
artistic principles in furnishing and decoration. In disseminating the reform agenda advice
literature acted as an ideological tool aiming to discipline the public’s consumption habits and

preferences and change them for those more akin to the artistic and moral ideals of the Arts and
Crafts school.

This realisation prompted, as shown in Chapter 2, the examination of the design reform
discourse and the wider cultural context in which it operated. This chapter addresses an artistic
vision of modernity represented by the Arts and Crafts movement, developed in reaction to the
perceived negative consequences of industrialization, and particularly those affecting the
decorative arts and the domestic sphere. Artists, designers and reformers dreamt of a cultural
order, where not commerce but Art had the responsibility f;:)r society's architecture and material
culture. Their anti-industrial stance was based on and inspired by medieval notions of beauty
and vernacular methods of production, and aspired to assert the role of the artist in the modern
world. The analysis of the Arts and Crafts movement's reform discourse, and mainly its
reflection in advice literature, reveals reformers’ vested interest in discrediting trade to assert

their own status as artists/designers at the top of the professional and cultural hierarchy.
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Advice literature for the period 1890 to 1914 has been little examined. Without treating it as
direct evidence of the visual and material culture of the middle-class home, its importance lies in
its discussion and representation of ideals in modern decoration. Chapter 3 shows how advice
literature disseminated some Arts and Crafts’ reformist ideas and encouraged artistic ambitions
for the ordinary householder. The analysis identifies two main groups of authors, one more
emphatic than the other in its promulgation of art principles, and shows how the different writers

grappled with the paradox of delivering a reformist agenda to a middle-class readership
dependent on commercial goods.

Examining the advice itself, the chapter reveals diverse notions of the modern home that these
authors promoted and represented. It becomes clear that different elements acted together in
conveying the modernity of the home, including aesthetics, styles, method of production,
technology and affordability. In the end authors expressed such modernity, not by separating
but by embracing the conflicting influences from the spheres of decorative art and commerce.

The result was a varied interpretation and representation of the modern home, overall showing
a blend of traditional and innovative elements.

Grounding the study of the domestic space in the short but crucial period from 1890 to 1914, is
the consideration that home furnishing and decoration, and the debates it generated, are an
important part of modernity. In her discussion of feminism Rita Felski considers ‘department
stores and factories’ as ‘aspects of modernity that shaped the lives of [...] women'."® Cited by
Felski, Martin Pumphrey goes on to add that:
Any adequate reading of the modern period ... must take account of the fact that the
debates over women's public freedom, over fashion and femininity, cosmetics and
home cleaning were as essential to the fabrication of modernity as cubism, Dada or
futurism.!’
Agreeing with their approach this project understands the representation of the visual and
material culture of the middie-class home and the discourses dealing with it (such as design
reform, advice literature and advertising), as an embodiment, depiction and account of
modernity, albeit one which contains tensions and contradictions. In this sense the notion of the

modern home spurns a double act of representation. An image portrays an ideal conception of
the domestic interior and this interior conveys modernity, among other things.

The question of modernity is inextricably linked to the process of industrialization and to the
profound transformations it unleashed. Asides from a historical period, modernity has also come
to be understood as a kind of discourse encompassing all sorts of testimony (written or
otherwise) on those revolutionary changes. These accounts reflect the experience of modernity

in its different manifestations and the way people made sense of it. The examination and

'® Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 28.

' Martin Pumphrey, ‘The Flapper, the Housewife, and the Making of Modernity’, Cultural Studies, 1 (1987), p.
181. Cited in Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity, p. 28.
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detailed analysis of these accounts are nowadays an active branch in the study of modernity
seeking to answer the question of how in the past people went through modern life and how
their understanding of it shaped their consciousness. It is not a homogenous discourse and its
contents normally depend on the perspective used. Until the 1950s most writers and artists,
engaged with representations of modernity, were male and tended to express the modern in
terms of their particular masculine experience. In The Gender of Modernity Felski uncovers this
appropriation of modernity by male literature. The gender critique of such representations shows
how women were assigned a minor and inferior role in the construction of the modern world. As
a result, recently there has been a growing interest in discovering not just the female
participation and experience in the process of industrialisation and modern culture, but also

other accounts of modernity that were hidden by a dominant and ideological version.

Being a product of industrialization, the history of the middle-class home, its furnishing and
decoration makes it a legitimate subject of analysis as an embodiment and expression of
m1:>dernity.18 Martin Daunton and Bernhard Rieger point out that the study of British modernity
for the nineteenth- and twentieth-century is a recent enterprise.'® Focusing on the period 1870
to 1930, their book shows the centrality of the category of ‘the modern’ as used by
contemporaries. While before 1870 the modern was thought of mainly in economic terms
referring to the consequences of industrialization, from then on it became broader in meaning. It
included, for example, the pre-eminence of secular over religious thought, the origins of mass
politics and political parties, the growth of consumption habits in the working and middle
classes, the expansion of popular entertainment and changes in women's status. The book
explores the phenomenon of modernity in contemporaries’ own terms analysing their writings to
see how they experienced and perceived it. People's understanding of the modern was varied
and sometimes contradictory in meaning hence the more appropriate plural word, modernities.

There was a consensus about living in an era of profound changes but the meaning of those
changes was not unanimous.

The terms industrialization and modernization are used to describe the changing process from a
pre-industrial world to one pervaded by the effects of a capitalist industrial economy:
urbanization, mass transport, mass media, etc. Because of the radical nature of many of these
transformations, the tension between the old and the new world has been a leitmotiv in the
historiography, discourses and accounts of modernity. The trait is so pronounced that it could be
said that modernity is this constant negotiation and strife to harmonize tradition with innovation.
Modernity means neither just leaving the past behind, nor only embracing the new but living
somehow amidst both trying to cope with the challenges of a continuous state of transition.

Another distinctive feature of modernity is the awareness of change it awakens, and the uneasy

'° Deborah S. Ryan, The Ideal Home Through the 20™ Century, ( London: Hazar Publishing, 1997). This book is
based on her doctoral thesis “The Daily Mail ideal Home Exhibition and Suburban Modernity, 1908-1951’
{University of East London, 1995). Ryan argues the case for the notion of suburban modernity related to the
suburban middle-class home and the lower middle-class woman.

'® Meanings of Modernity: Britain from the Late-Victorian Era to World War /i, ed. by Martin Daunton and
Bernhard Rieger {Oxford: Berg, 2001), p. 1.



and at the same time bracing feelings that come with it. The years between 1890 and 1914
were no exception and as people approached the end of the century there was an impending
sentiment of the end of an era and a new beginning. A difficulty in dealing with modernity is that
it can be represented as an exterior impersonal force modelling history obscuring the fact that it
is the result of human agency. It is important to keep in mind that people were not passive

victims or beneficiaries; they reacted to the forces of modernity, and helped to bring them along
as much as they resisted them.

This study addresses the representation of the domestic interior in an attempt to reveal
contemporaries’ notions of the modern home. More than with modernity per se, it is rather more
concerned with the way in which two different visions and expressions of modernity participated
in creating and shaping ideals in the furnishing and decoration of the middle-class home and
thus the modern interior. These versions opposed each other as discourse and on an
intellectual level, but on a practical level they also complemented and influenced each other.
This study is therefore a reading of the modernity of the domestic interior from the perspective

of reformers, advice writers, furnishing firms, but also indirectly, of consumers.

Taking advice literature as an account of modernity, this study shows how those women who
wrote articles and books about home decoration articulated the meaning of the modern home
and, as authors and women, gave voice to their experience of modernity in a professional
capacity. Their writing was influenced by the agenda and conventions of the design reform
discourse but it also expressed their take on it. Although criticised by male authors and design
reformers, female advice writers gave a relation of modernity through their understanding of the
domestic sphere and its equipment, and the role of women in the creation of the modern home.
Homemaking and house decorating, underpinned by consumption activities, was an essential
part of middle-class women's identity, and the print media encouraged those roles becoming in

that way an important source of feminine socialization for its representations of domesticity and
femi'ninitym20

In 1914 when the writer Mrs Jane Ellen Panton published a new book on home management
and furnishing she admitted that although her most famous one, From Kitchen to Garret, had
needed little updating for its eighth edition back in 1893, it was of no use anymore because

‘(p)laces and people, to say nothing of fashions, have all become so changed that it would be
impossible to housekeep or live under the conditions | then described’.?' Mrs Panton’s

awareness of change and its fast pace was a constant feature in most documents of the period.
The author and her contemporaries seemed to be aware of and sensitive to the degree of

change they encountered in their everyday lives, stressing it over continuity.

%0 Penny Tinkler, ‘Women and popular literature’, in June Purvis, Women’s History Britain 1850-1945 (London:
UCL Press, 1995), pp. 134-35.

*Mrs J. E. Panton, Leaves from a Housekeeper's Book (London: Eveleigh Nash, 1914), p. 11. The author cites
From Kitchen to Garret: Hints for Young Householders (London: Ward & Downey, 1888).
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The period considered here, 1890 to 1914, was one of numerous and profound transformations
and also of contradictions and ambivalences in facing and negotiating the impact of these
changes. Although most of the processes linked to modernisation did not start in this period,
they became more pronounced and effected a qualitative leap. People had a heightened
perception of living in a new age.22 The domestic arena and home decoration were areas
permeated with uncertainties. It was not only that people were sometimes anxious about
conflicting demands or desires; it is even possible that they thrived in this situation because so

many opportunities were open to them. People were obliged to become aware of the
nossibilities, reflect and somehow make sense of them.

One of the most dramatic changes brought along by industrialization was the growth Iin
population and particularly, the growth of the urban middle class seen in the expansion of the
suburban area throughout the nineteenth century. Just for the period between 1803 and 1867
the growth rate of the middle class was 223% while it was 206% for the population as a whole.*
in London the population grew from 2,235,000 in 1841 to 6,581,000 in 1901. At the turn of the
century there was a major suburban expansion in England and London, mostly driven by the
middle class, that was accompanied and supported by the development of electric tramways
and by improved and cheaper rail services.* Most suburban houses at the turn of the century
were developed by speculative builders and would be available for people earning between
£150 and £700 a year.? After the slump of the 1880s there was a building boom in Britain.?® In
1891 there were 6,693,000 houses and by 1916 there was an additional 2,383,000 houses.*’

What these statistics highlight is that the development of cities and the increasing number of
new houses to accommodate millions of people necessarily demanded a huge urban
infrastructure and complex systems of provision. It was in response to the needs of a muititude
that large-scale industries and businesses grew and developed, such as those in building,
furniture, furnishing and decoration. The modern home of the period was the result of an
unprecedented scale of operations in retailing, production and therefore consumption. The new

type of home signposted a world where industry and commerce were the main driving forces.

The dramatic growth of the middie class calls into question those elements that defined it as a
social stratum. Throughout the nineteenth century this notion was not static and changed as the
class grew and consolidated. Within this shifting picture there are different categories to

consider: economic (based on income, salary and occupation), socio-cultural (family networks,

22 Jose Harris, Private Lives, Public Spirit: Britain 1870-1914 (London: Penguin Books, 1993), pp. 32-36. Eric
Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire 1875-1914 (London: Abacus, 2002), p. 6.

%> patricia Branca, Middle Class Women in the Victorian Home (London:; Croom Helm, 1975), p. 2.

%4 Michael Jahn, ‘Suburban Development in Outer West London, 1850-1900', in The Rise of Suburbia, ed. by F.
M. L. Thompson (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1982), pp. 93-156 (p. 135).

%> John Burnett, A Social History of Housing 1815-1985 (London: Methuen, 1986), p. 191

6 8. R. Mitchell and Phyllis Deane, Abstract of British Historical Statistics (Cambridge, 1962), pp. 6 and 239. The
figures, in thousands to the nearest thousand, are: 1890: 76; 18395: 90; 1896: 107; 1897: 130, 1898: 158, 1899:
156; 1900: 140; 1901: 140; 1902: 154: 1903: 160; 1904: 137; 1905: 127; 1906 131;: 1907: 121: 1908: 101; 1909:.

99; 1910: 86; 1911: 67; 1912: 53; 1913: 54; 1914: 48; 1915; 31; 1916: 17; 1917; zero. As cited in Alastair
Service, Edwardian Interiors, p. 9.

27 Alastair Service, Edwardian Interiors, p. 9.
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religion, style of life, tastes, behaviour, values) and political. It is also relevant to include a sense
of self-definition based more on aspirations and ideals than in statistics or factual information.
This is useful for example, to understand why artisans with bigger incomes than lower middie-
class clerks would still be, and consider themselves to be, working class. The definition of a
social class is ‘as much a cultural construct as a neutral tool of social classification’.?® At the
time, the middie class had its critics and it is interesting to see how they portrayed it. ‘The
Edwardians revelled in distinctions between and within classes. Middle-class emphasis upon
status, social observances and material possessions was persistently attacked by such leading
Edwardian writers as Bennett, Galsworthy and Shaw.”® In 1909 A. Bennett connected this
class’ affluence and consumption habits to large shops and shopping:
people on whose foreheads it is written that they know themselves to be the salt of the
earth. Their assured, curt voices, their proud carriage, their clothes, the similarity of their
manners, all show that they belong to a caste and that the cast has been successful in
the struggle for life. It is called the middie-class [...] | go to the Stores, to Harrod's
Stores, to Barker's, to Rumpelmeyer's [...] and | see again just the same crowd, well-
fed, well-dressed, completely free from the cares which beset at least five-sixths of the
English race. |[...] When they have nothing to do, they say, in effect: ‘Let's go out and
spend something.” And they go out. They spend their lives in spending. They

deliberately gaze into shop windows in order to discover an outlet for their money. You

can catch them at it any day.*

As the class kept growing, its boundaries kept changing and sub-divisions sprang up.
Differences in income, which were linked to occupation, were reflected in ways and style of life.
The upper middle class included the top industrialists, professional and business people. Less
affluent manufacturers, managers and professionals populated the middle middle class; and
modest employees, retailers and craftsmen belonged to the lower middle class.®! Within this
three-part division, and discussing the neighbourhoods the middle class populated, F. M. L.

Thompson refers to the ‘layer upon layer of subclasses, keenly aware of their subtle grades of

distinction.’>?

The middle-class was an urban class and its formation was indissolubly linked to that of towns
and cities. Variations in housing patterns not only mirrored social distinctions but also helped in
drawing them. In the suburbs the lower middle class lived in terrace houses: the middle middle
class usually inhabited the semi-detached type while the upper middle class chose the bigger
detached dwellings. More than anything else, the home and the way it was furnished

represented middle-class identity throughout the century. As Ralph Waldo Emerson observed

% Richard Trainor, ‘The Middle Class’, in The Cambridge Urban History of Britain, 1840-1950, ed. by Martin
Daunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), vol. 3, pp. 673-713 (p. 675).
* Donald Read, Documents from Edwardian England, 1901-1915 (London: Harrap, 1973), p. 36.

% A. Bennett, ‘Middle Class’ (1909), in Books and Persons (London: Chatto & Windus, 1920), pp. 67-70. As
quoted in D. Read, Documents from Edwardian England, pp. 44-45.

31 Richard Trainor, ‘The Middle Class’, in The Cambridge Urban History of Britain, p. 686.

2 F. M. L. Thompson, The Rise of Respectable Society: A Social History of Victorian Britain, 1830-1900
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 173.
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when he visited England in the 1850s: ‘If he is in the middle condition he spares no expense on
his house [...] Within it is wainscoted, carved, curtained, hung with pictures and filled with good
furniture. ‘Tis a passion which survives all others to deck and improve."™

Finally, this introduction ends with a word about the discipline that inspired it. The subject of the
modern domestic interior, and the way this research addresses it, feeds from a range of
disciplines and fields of study (history, decorative arts, anthropology, economy, semiotics,
philosophy, etc.), each contributing not only with relevant literature but also with concepts such
as visual and material culture, interior design, domesticity, gender, middle class, representation,
identity, consumption, mass-production, industrialization, commodity and modernity, to name a
few. Nevertheless the subject of this study belongs firmly to the field of design history, which
being interdisciplinary itself allows for the integration of such diverse approaches and concepts.
Not many disciplines can engage equally with aesthetics and industry, with meaning and
function and with representation and actuality in addressing the design of things, be it an object
or, as in the present case, a space and ensemble, the domestic interior. Furthermore, in dealing
with spaces, surfaces, objects and ensembiles this discipline supports a project concerned with

the areas of production, distribution and consumption, while addressing aesthetic, socio-cultural
and economic issues.

** R. W. Emerson, English Traits (London, 1856), p. 61; quoted in John Bumett, A Social History of Housing,
1815-1985 (London: Methuen, 1986), p. 112.
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Chapter 1

Large-Scale Retailing and Commercial Furnishing

Business without profit is not business any more than a pickle is candy.
Charles F. Abbott’

Probably the biggest source of representations of domestic interiors for the period 1890-1914
was the retail sector. This alone is a sign of the importance of retailing in the furnishing industry
targeting the middle-class home. Directing production and guiding consumer choices, large
furniture and furnishing firms assumed a major role in a trade where cabinetmakers, chair-
makers and drapers had dominated until the 1850s. To promote their goods, firms used a range
of advertising tools such as printed material, showrooms, window displays and exhibition stands
in national and international events. Thousands of drawings and photographs were published
on several media including trade catalogues, newspapers, magazines, journals and books,
making these images reach millions of people. This abundant representation of goods and
domestic interiors reflected the transformation and vigorous activity in the areas of retailing,
manufacture and printing.

In the late nineteenth century the British furnishing industry was one of the most dynamic and
influential in the world, supplying not only the British market but the colonies of the empire and
other countries under its commercial influence. The expansion of this industry was based on the
growth of the middle class, and vice versa, mass furnishing was vital to this sector of society.
Jose Harris explains that ‘the aim of many a middle-class father was not to provide his sons with
an inheritance after his death [...] the middle-class family was usually much more concerned
with immediate consumption than with long-term saving of accumulation of property. [...] all
contemporary observers agreed that the ethic of conspicuous consumption had soared to a
crescendo by the 1900s.” The following quote by a middle-class historian remembering the
early twentieth century illustrates the delight she found in the consumption of modern things:
London, now that the reign of Edward VIl had begun, became very pleasant [...] those
who had not lived before 1914 could have no idea of the perfection to which civilization
had attained. Travel by road, rail or sea had become cheap and easy, home life had
been brightened by new schemes of architecture, house decoration and gardening, and
craftsmanship had achieved a pitch never dreamt of during the Victorian Era. How
beautifully things were made in those days! What exquisite furniture, glass and china,
what lovely dress materials were to be found in the London shops!’

' Charles F. Abbott (1876-1936) was an American industrialist.

2 Jose Harris, Private Lives, Public Spirit: Britain 1870-1914 (London: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 70.

3 Nesta Helen Webster (1876-1960), Spacious Days: An Autobiography (London: Hutchinson & Co. Ltd., 1949),
p. 142.
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The middle class and the industry catering for it developed an inter-dependent relationship that

strengthened a culture of consumption targeting the home and thus helped to define middle-
class status.

This chapter tracks the development of the British furnishing industry in the second half of the
nineteenth century, with emphasis on London and on the period 1890 to 1914. It shows how the
industry, comprising manufacturing and retailing, contributed to shaping modern furnishing
ideals informing the middle-class domestic visual and material culture. This is crucial to

understand the furnishing options available for consumers and also the modernity embedded in
representations of domestic interiors.

Given the importance of the furnishing trade in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, itis
surprising that the numerous and successful businesses responsible for the production and
distribution of most domestic goods have not been sufficiently studied.* Part of the current
knowledge on commercial home furnishing is based on the criticism it attracted from design
reformers in the nineteenth c:r—:nturyﬁ5 As discussed in the Introduction, their complaints and point
of view have permeated many historical accounts and have therefore hindered a balanced

appraisal of the role and significance of commercial production and design, and therefore
consumption, in this period.

The literature on large retail firms (including all types and not just furnishing) is the most
developed. It includes the study of individual enterprises and also general surveys on the
subject. One of the most influential books is still Retail Trading in Britain 1850-1950 by James B.
Jefferys covering the origins and development of multiple shop retailing, co-operatives and
department stores as examples of ‘the revolution of the distributive trades’.® Jefferys used a
comprehensive data drawn from company records, directories and interviews for the study of
multiple retail organisations although not for the study of department stores. On British
department stores literature is significant but has tended to focus on shop biographies (often
celebratory) - Whiteley, Lewis, Selfridges, Debenhams- more than on the discussion of the
wider historical and business context. An exception is Alison Adburgham'’s Shops and Shopping
1800-1914 which provides a general account of department stores in Britain centred on clothing
and fashion.” Bill Lancaster does something similar, although only covering England, in The

Y For discussions of retail historiography see Gareth Shaw, ‘The Evolution and Impact of Large-Scale Retailing in
Britain', in The Retailing Industry, ed. by John Benson and Gareth Shaw, 3 vols, (London: |. B. Tauris, 1999), |I,
pp. 233-263 (pp. 233-234); and John Benson and Laura Ugolini, ‘Introduction: Historians and the Nation of
Shopkeepers’, in A Nation of Shopkeepers: Five Centuries of British Retailing, ed. by John Benson and Laura
Ugolini (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2003), pp. 1-24.

® Probably the best-known example is Charles Eastlake's, Hints on Household Taste in Furniture, Upholstery and
other details (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1872). Similar criticism was repeated throughout the century
Eaﬂicularly in the form of advice literature.

James B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 1850-1950: A Study of Trends in Retailing with Special Reference
to the Development of Co-operative, Multiple Shop and Department Store Methods of Trading (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1954).

T Alison Adburgham, Shops and Shopping 1800-1914: Where, and in What Manner The Well Dressed
Englishwoman Bought her Clothes, 2" edn (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981).




Department Store based on previously published business histories.® He documents the
development of small drapers’ shops into big department stores suggesting that this type of
store was an English invention. In a different field, consumption historians have examined
department stores for the period 1870-1914 studying them as icons of modernity and as
gendered spaces. For example Erika Rappaport in Shopping for Pleasure addresses the

significance of the department store as a space conceived for middle-class women encouraging
pleasure, sociability and consumption.g

Robert D. Tamilia in his annotated bibliography of the history of the department store asks for a
better understanding of the role played by retailing in economy and culture.'® He points out that
for the period 1850 to 1930 this commercial institution was one of the most innovative and
influential in changing the business world by helping to create and develop a culture of
consumption and the notion of the modern shopping centre. The department store
‘revolutionized the retail store itself, the shopping experience, availability and assortment of
goods, credit policies, price awareness, media and promotional techniques, and was a major

contributor to new managerial techniques from hiring practices to inventory control

procedures’."®

Department stores aside, there is an absence of studies on the large-scale furniture and
furnishing shop. More research is needed examining not just the business side of it such as the
industry’s source of capital, its contribution to innovative selling and advertising techniques, the
key relationship between retailing and production, but, most relevant to the present work's
subject, the assessment of its role in the shaping and promoting of the middle-class home’s
material and visual culture. This is important because, as said, until now most accounts of the
furnishing and decoration of the middle-class home of the period rely on a historiography

repeating the anti-commercial prejudice and criticisms of the design reform discourse. The next
chapter elaborates this topic.

A recent study addressing domestic furnishing within retail history is Clive Edwards’ Turning
Houses into Homes, where he traces for Britain, since medieval times up to the twentieth
century, the development of a consuming culture linked to transformations in retailing and
changes in consumer demands.'? For the nineteenth century Edwards distinguishes and
documents six different types of house furnishers: department stores (e.g. Whiteley, Browns of
Chester, Wiylie and Lochhead of Glasgow), specialist furnishers manufacturing most of what
they sold (e.g. Gillow, Morant, Hampton and Sons, Holland and Sons, Thomas Dowbiggin,
Jackson and Graham, Hindley, Johnstone and Jeanes, and Wright and Mansfield), second-
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hand and antique dealers (e.g. London businesses on Brokers Row, Moorfields, Wardour
Street, Soho, and also antique departments in bigger shops), complete house furnishers (e.g.
Maple, Shoolbred), furniture shops defined as those that based their sales mainly on low
prices (e.g. Tarn, Oetzmann, Whiteley) and the last type of shop described as ‘the bottom end
of the trade’ based on open pricing and exaggerated promotional methods. Although this
classification is useful for the period 1860s to 1880s, it does not reflect the significant
transformations that took place during the years 1890 to 1914. As this Chapter demonstrates,
shops and firms changed and kept developing. This chapter shows that by then, all large
furnishing firms (Whiteley, Maple, Heal, Oetzmann, Shoolbred, Waring & Gillow, Hampton &
Son, Tarn, etc.) had become department stores and complete house furnishers, many including
antique departments. Also, by then most large firms based their growth on a policy of low prices.
Edwards suggests another classification, which fits better the period 1890 to 1914, divided into
three categories according to size and type of activity: retailers, small producer-retailers and

large-scale producer-retailers. All large furnishing firms belonged to this last category and they
dominated the trade and the market.

For the late Victorian and Edwardian periods, the field of design history in Britain has given
priority to the aesthetic component in the design of domestic furnishing and has focused mainly
on the study of wealthy or renowned interiors and on the work of specific artists and designers,
of artistic movements and usually their handicraft productit:m.13 What are seldom considered are
product design, production and distribution within a business environment, or the discussion of
the wider economic context in which the work of designers, artists, manufacturers and retailers
took place. lgnoring these links can give a distorted understanding of design's nature and
significance. Very often, design history literature has placed the emphasis on the production of
goods as artistic and unique pieces of work while neglecting or playing down links with trade
and mass production. With a focus on elite manufacture this literature is therefore
unrepresentative of a wider sector of the population.

In the period considered here, the main providers of furniture and furnishings were shops and
large retailing firms selling ready-made goods. Only a minority of people could afford antiques,
bespoke designs or could specially commission someone to decorate their houses. By the late
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