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MEREDITH CORPORATION is pleased to sponsor In Pursuit of
Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement at The Metropolitan
Museum of Art.

As a Des Moines—based diversified media company with particular -
interest in the visual arts, we welcome this opportunity to celebrate
New York and its cultural endeavors.

The Aesthetic movement cultivated a popular appreciation of art,
bringing taste and beauty to nearly all facets of everyday life. Our
sponsorship of the first American exhibition devoted to the Aesthetic
movement is a particular pleasure, as it relates so closely to our long

commitment to home and family.

Robert A. Burnett
President and Chief Executive O fficer
Meredith Corporation

Des Moines, lowa
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Director’s Foreword

HE PIONEERING exhibition In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and
the Aesthetic Movement and the accompanying publication demon-
strate the continuing commitment of the Metropolitan Museum’s
American Wing to the study of the arts of the last century, exem-
plified by the landmark show Nineteenth-Century America (1970)
and reaffirmed in such permanent installations as the Nineteenth-
Century Arts Gallery, the Greek Revival Parlor, the John Henry
Belter Rococo Revival Parlor, and the Renaissance Revival Parlor.
The current project is the first comprehensive study of a phenom-
enon that not only dominated the American arts of the 1870s and
1880s but also helped set the course of such later developments in
the United States as the Arts and Crafts movement, the indigenous
interpretation of Art Nouveau, and even the rise of modernism. In
fact, the early history of the Metropolitan—its founding, its spon-
sorship of a school of industrial design, and its display of decorative
works—is inextricably tied to the Aesthetic movement and its edu-
cational goals.

In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement com-
prises some 175 objects including furniture, metalwork, stained
glass, ceramics, textiles, wallpaper, painting, and sculpture. Some
of these have rarely been displayed in recent years; others, although
familiar, are being shown in new and even starthng contexts. The
exhibition is arranged thematically to illustrate both the major
styles of a visually rich movement and the ideas that generated its
diversity.

The exhibition and the book that accompanies it are the result
of a long collaboration between members of the Museum’s staff
and a team of consulting scholars. Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen,
Assistant Curator in the Department of American Decorative Arts,
has served most ably as project director, coordinating every aspect
of this complex show. In her eftorts she has been assisted by Do-
reen Bolger Burke, Associate Curator in the Department of Amer-
ican Paintings and Sculpture, who was the curator responsible for
the publication; Catherine Hoover Voorsanger, Research Asso-
ciate, who supervised the extensive research program undertaken
for the preparation of the book and who assisted in the develop-
ment of the exhibition; and Carrie Rebora, Coordinator of Amer-
ican Wing Documentation, who organized the photography and
wrote the captions for the book. From the outset several other
scholars have been instrumental in shaping this project: David A.
Hanks with Jennifer Toher, Marilynn Johnson, and Catherine

Lynn, all of whom have also contributed essays to this volume; and
Martin Eidelberg, whose participation throughout the organiza-
tional stages of the show proved invaluable. Essays by Jonathan
Freedman, James D. Kornwolf, and Roger B. Stein have provided
a broad context for the Aesthetic movement, placing it in its cul-
tural and social milieu and examining its implications for archi-
tecture and literature of the ecra. Both the exhibition and the
publication have benefited from the involvement of consultants
Richard H. Brodhead, Sarah Bradford Landau, William R. Leach,
Carl E. Schorske, and the late Warren Sussman, whose suggestions
helped expand and enrich the other participants’ perspectives on
the Aesthetic movement.

In the Museum’s Editorial Department, Amy Horbar, Editor,
organized the diverse -aspects of this volume and edited it with
tenacity and skill; John P. O’Neill, Editor in Chief and General
Manager of Publications, and Polly Cone, Executive Editor, su-
pervised the endeavor.

Such an ambitious exhibition could only be achieved through
the unstinting cooperation of many private and public lenders,
whose objects appear in the show and whose names appear else-
where in this volume. The Museum is also indebted to David

_Harvey of the Metropolitan’s Design Department, who is respon-

sible for the installation. )

The publication In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic
Movement has been subsidized by the William Cullen Bryant Fel-
lows of The American Wing, who helped defray the expense of
research, writing, editing, and production. The book is one of a
number of proposed publications that will accompany exhibitions
in The American Wing devoted to the exploration of major themes
in our national art, particularly those that reflect the integration of
painting, sculpture, and the decorative arts.

The exhibition has been made possible by a generous grant
from the Meredith Corporation. Additional support from the Na-
tional Endowment for the Humanities was received for both the
planning and the implementation of the project.

Philippe de Montebello
Director
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Director’s Foreword 7






Contributors

DOREEN BOLGER BURKE, Associate Curator in the De-
partment of American Paintings and Sculpture at The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, wrote the third volume of American Paintings
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, 1980) and was a con-
tributor to the second volume in the same series, published in 1985.
Her most recent project was a monograph on the American Im-
pressionist J. Alden Weir, published in 1983 to accompany the art-
ist’s retrospective exhibition held at the Museum.

JONATHAN FREEDMAN is Assistant Professor of English at
Yale University, where his dissertation, “‘The Quickened Con-
sciousness’: Aestheticism in Howells and James,” received the
Rockwell Field Dissertation Award. He is currently preparing for
publication a book entitled Henry James and British Aestheticism.

ALICE COONEY FRELINGHUYSEN, Project Director for
the exhibition that this book accompanies, is Assistant Curator in
the Department of American Decorative Arts at The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, where she is responsible for ceramics and glass,
as well as for late nineteenth-century furniture. She has recently
directed The American Wing’s installation of the Renaissance Re-
vival Parlor and is currently preparing a catalogue for the exhibi-
tion American Porcelain, 1770—1920, to be held in April 1989.

DAVID A. HANKS has contributed to a number of exhibitions
and publications on late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
decorative arts: The Arts and Crafts Movement in America, 1876—1916
(The Art Museum, Princeton University, N.J., 1972), The Deco-
rative Designs of Frank Lloyd Wright (Renwick Gallery of the
National Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C., 1977), and High Styles: Twentieth-Century
American Design (Whitney Museum of American Art, New York,
1985). He has also published articles on the nineteenth-century
cabinetmakers Daniel Pabst and Isaac Elwood Scott. Formerly Cu-
rator, Department of American Art, Philadelphia Museum of Art,
he is now president of his own decorative-arts consulting firm,
David A. Hanks and Associates, Inc., New York.

MARILYNN JOHNSON was previously Associate Curator in
the Department of American Decorative Arts at The Metropolitan
Museum of Art. She helped organize the Museum’s major exhi-
bition Nineteenth-Century America, held in 1970, and contributed
to the catalogue. Formerly Curator, Gracie Mansion Conservancy,
New York, Ms. Johnson is now Chairman, Department of Mu-
seum Studies, at the Fashion Institute of Technology, New York.

JAMES D. KORNWOLF, Professor of Fine Arts at the College
of William and Mary, has written articles and books on nineteenth-
century British and American architecture, among them M. H.
Baillie Scott and the Arts and Crafts Movement: Pioneers of Modern
Design (Baltimore and London, 1972). Most recently he was a con-

tributor to and the editor of Modernism in America, 1937—1941: A
Catalog and Exhibition of Four Architectural Competitions (Muscarclle
Museum of Art, College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, Va.,
1985). He 1s currently completing a study of American and Cana-
dian Colonial architecture, to be published by Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

CATHERINE LYNN was Assistant Curator in charge of the
wallpaper collection at the Cooper-Hewitt Muscum, The Smith-
sonian Institution’s National Museum of Design, New York, for
seven years and authored the award-winning book Wallpaper in
America: From the Seventeenth Century to World War I (New York,
1980). More recently she has taught the history of decorative arts
at Yale University, Columbia University, and the Fashion Institute
of Technology, New York.

CARRIE REBORA, Coordinator of American Wing Documen-
tation at The Metropolitan Muscum of Art, was Guest Curator of
the exhibition Jasper Cropsey Watercolors at the National Academy
of Design, New York, in 1985. She is currently preparing cata-
logue entries on Cropsey’s work for the Metropolitan’s forthcom-
ing publication The Hudson River School: The Rise of American
Landscape Painting, as well as catalogue entries to accompany Wil-
liam H. Gerdts’s essay for the exhibition Henry Inman and His Por-
traits, to be held at the National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C.
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sign (Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, 1985).

CATHERINE HOOVER VOORSANGER, formerly Cura-
tor of Fine Arts and Exhibitions at the California Historical Soci-
ety, San Francisco, is currently Research Associate in the Depart-
ment of American Paintings and Sculpture at The Metropolitan
Museum of Art. She is contributing an essay to the Muscum’s
forthcoming exhibition catalogue The Hudson River School: The
Rise of American Landscape Painting, to be published in 1987.
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In Pursuit queauty

Explanatory Notes

Architects, artisans, artists, and manufacturers represented by
works in the exhibition In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aes-
thetic Movement are included in the Dictionary in this publication,
and their names appear in UPPERCASE letters at the first mention in
cach essay and Dictionary entry.

Dimensions: Height precedes width. Other dimensions are indi-
cated where relevant.

Figures/Ilustrations: Every work included in the exhibition 1s des-
ignated in this book as a figure (F16.). Every supplementary work
1s referred to as an illustration (1LL.).
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Preface

HE TERM “Aesthetic movement” refers to the introduction
of principles that emphasized art in the production of furniture,
metalwork, ceramics, stained glass, textiles, wallpapers, and
books. During its height, from the mid-1870s through the mid-
1880s, the Aesthetic movement affected all levels of society in
America. The catalyst for its widespread popularity was the Phil-
adelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876. There, in numerous dis-
plays, many Americans, artists and craftsmen as well as the general
public, were exposed to art objects from a great variety of nations
and periods.

A proliferation of art magazines, books, societies, clubs, and
exhibitions followed in the wake of the Centennial. New periodi-
cals, often profusely illustrated, extolled the beauties and benefits
of art: the British publications Magazine of Art and Art Journal com-
menced editions in the United States, educating the American pop-
ulace; Art Amateur, Art Interchange, and Art Age counseled their
readers on how to decorate their homes and how to make their
own aesthetic objects; and even general magazines, for example,
Scribner’s Monthly (later Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine), be-
came more artistic in appearance and content, with articles that
addressed issues of design. The covers, illustrations, and advertise-
ments of these magazines were highly ornamental, with eccentric
typography and stylized marginal decoration. The first of the best-
selling books that proselytized innovative approaches to decora-
tion, CHARLES LOCKE EASTLAKE’s Hints on Household Taste (London,
1868), was reissued in at least eight American editions between
1872 and 1886. A number of American books were modeled on
Eastlake’s example, including Art Education Applied to Industry
(1877) by GEORGE WARD NICHOLS, The House Beautiful (1878) by
CLARENCE COOK, and Art Decoration Applied to Furniture (1878) by
HARRIET PRESCOTT SPOFFORD.

Societies and clubs like the Society of Decorative Art, founded
in New York in 1877, became commonplace across America, not
only in major cities such as Cincinnati and San Francisco, but also
in small towns. Painters and sculptors together explored decorative
media, working outside the traditional academic program; in 1877
alone New York artists established the Tile Club, the Society
of American Artists, and the New York Etching Club. Every in-
ternational exposition and countless exhibitions and local fairs

Opposite: Detail of “My Lady’s Chamber.” Walter Crane. Clarence Cook,
The House Beautiful (New York, 1878). Thomas J. Watson Library, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art

displayed art and decorative objects, reinforcing and disseminating
aesthetic ideas.

Another result of the Philadelphia celebration was an exagger-
ated enthusiasm for collecting artistic works. Cabinets and over-
mantel shelves became repositories for everything from fine art
to bric-a-brac. Wealthy patrons, Mr. and Mrs. Henry Osborne
Havemeyer and William H. Vanderbilt among them, assembled
eclectic collections that included contemporary paintings, carpets
from the Ottoman Empire, porcelains from China and Japan, and
glass from Venice. Private mansions were accasionally opened to
the public, and elaborately illustrated catalogues glorified promi-
nent collections. Artists and. craftsmen such as LOUIS COMFORT
TIFFANY, JOHN LA FARGE, and EDWARD C. MOORE gathered deco-
rative objects that served as inspiration for their own designs. For
artists, as for patrons, the display of art became a form of self-
aggrandizement. The artist’s studio—that of WILLIAM MERRITT
CHASE, for instance—became a showplace for its inhabitant’s pos-
sessions as well as for his creations.

It was the interior, particularly the domestic interior, that best
expressed the taste of the Aesthetic era. During these years the
major decorators—HERTER BROTHERS, ASSOCIATED ARTISTS, and La
Farge’s Decorative Art Company—completed lavish interiors in
consultation with their patrons and in collaboration with archi-
tects, craftsmen, and other artists. Examples of aesthetic decora-
tion from the late 1870s and early 1880s include the apartment of
Louis Comfort Tiffany, the mansion of Governor Samuel J.
Tilden, the baronial residences of William H. Vanderbilt and his
son Cornelius II, and the Seventh Regiment Armory, all in New
York; the Pennsylvama Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia;
Mark Twain’s house in Hartford; and the homes of Frederick L.
Ames and Oliver Ames, Jr., in Boston.

Few of these interiors remain intact, and precious little survives
to suggest their richness and beauty. They were photographed and
illustrated in books like Artistic Houses (1883—84), but while period
documents preserve the overall composition of the design schemes,
they cannot possibly convey the ambience of each room. The lay-
ering and juxtaposition of many different patterns and the use of a
subtle palette of colors closely related in value, hue, and tone dem-"
onstrated a heightened artistic consciousness on the part of the dec-
orator and at the same time demanded a refined sensibility on the
part of the visitor. Each object or detail deserved close attention,
yet, like a mosaic, the whole became unified when seen from a
distance.

The American Aesthetic movement evolved from British reform
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ideas, which began to emerge as early as the 1830s and were con-
cerned with principles that would improve contemporary design.
London’s Great Exhibition of 1851 made clear the objectionable
qualities of manufactured goods, among them an afhnity for
curved, ponderous forms, and a horror vacui, or aversion to blank
surfaces, which often led to a plethora of ornament that threatened
to overwhelm an object and to obscure its use. As a result of what
they saw at the 1851 fair, Henry Cole (1808-1882) and others re-
defined the goals of the industrial-training programs conducted
throughout England in the Normal Schools of Design; in 1857
they founded the South Kensington Museum (now the Victoria
and Albert Museum), a national museum of design, with Cole as
its first director.

Even prior to the Great Exhibition, in the early 1840s Augustus
Welby Northmore Pugin (1812-1852), champion of the Gothic
style, originated two tenets of ornamentation that remained critical
to reform theory throughout the century: the embellishment of
“useful” forms with motifs from nature, and the decoration of flat
surfaces with two-dimensional patterns. Following Pugin’s lead,
artists and architects associated with Cole’s South Kensington
circle helped formulate theories that were to give direction to the
Aesthetic movement. OWEN JONES stated a series of “propositions”
in his influential book The Grammar of Ornament (1856). He sup-
ported many of his points with examples from oriental art and
admired Persian, Moorish, Egyptian, and other exotic styles, all
of which would inform the aestheticism of the next three decades.

The legacy of Jones and his South Kensington colleagues may
be found in the work of Eastlake, E. W. GODWIN, CHRISTOPHER
DRESSER, and BRUCE J. TALBERT—individuals whose impact on the
Aesthetic movement in America was crucial. In their pursuit of
beauty these artists endeavored to alter radically the prevailing at-
titudes toward design. Talbert’s furniture and interiors exemplified
the rectilinear lines, honest construction, and conventionalized or-
nament that Eastlake recommended in Hints on Household Taste.
Godwin’s Anglo-Japanesque furniture of the 1870s expressed many
of these same ideas. Dresser, a botanist and early in his career an
assistant to Jones, advanced design theory further toward abstrac-
tion. His two-dimensional patterns, based on geometry and motifs
from nature, were increasingly composed of compartmentalized
elements of line, shape, and color. The Englishmen John Ruskin
(1819—1900) and WILLIAM MORRIS also significantly influenced the
course of the Aesthetic movement in America. Ruskin’s greatest
contribution was his crusade to elevate the decorative arts to the
status of the fine arts. Like Ruskin, who held the utopian belief
that a more artful environment could be morally uplifting, Morris
argued that reform in art was a means of improving society.
Morris carpets, wallpapers, and textiles were widely distributed in
America during the 1880s.

During this era of expanded trade and easier travel, many Brit-
ish designers, artists, and craftsmen emigrated to America, lured
by economic and creative opportunities. Ceramist JOHN BENNETT,
glass stainer CHARLES BOOTH, and wood carver BENN PITMAN, to
name only three, brought British art principles with them across
the Atlantic. During his American lecture tour in 1882—83, Oscar
Wilde’s (1854—1900) arrogant posture and elitism were satirized by
the press, promoting popular interest in aestheticism. During the
Aesthetic period a great number of Americans, artists and manu-
facturers among them, visited Britain, where they were exposed
to innovative designs and manufacturing techniques. At the same
time, the British admired the work of American manufacturers,
notably TIFFANY AND COMPANY and the J. AND J. G. LOW ART TILE
WORKS.

Progressive design ideas found their carliest American expres-
sion in Modern Gothic furniture, which emphasized revealed con-
struction and architectonic forms with shallow-carved and incised
motifs. The work of Talbert, widely known through his book
Gothic Forms Applied to Furniture, Metal Work, and Decoration for Do-
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mestic Purposes (1867), inspired such' American furniture makers as
A. KIMBEL AND J. CcABUS of New York and Mitchell and Rammels-
berg of Cincinnati.

The search for pure beauty also led to classical Greece. Great
collections of ancient archaeological finds, including those of Luigi
Palma di Cesnola and Heinrich Schliemann, were amassed in the
1870s and 1880s and were made available to Americans in publi-
cations and newly founded museums. Decorative artists adapted
Greek shapes and ornamentation in silver, earthenware, and glass,
and replicated classical friezes on wallpaper borders. They selected
those elements from antiquity that were sympathetic to Aesthetic-
era concerns, particularly simplified, flattened, and stylized natural
forms; rarely, however, did the aesthetic designer borrow from
classical sources as literally as his contemporaries working in the
Beaux-Arts tradition.

The Queen Anne style and the Regency revival in Britain, in-
spired by nostalgia for the past, were paralleled in America by
similar trends. Americans’ appreciation for native antiques and re-
productions of them was awakened in large part by the Centennial,
which stirred national pride. CHARLES ALLERTON COOLIDGE, FRANCIS
H. BACON, Herter Brothers, and Wilson Eyre (1858-1944) were
among those whose decorative work exhibited a respect for the
Colonial and Federal eras.

The opening of trade between Japan and the Western world in
1854 provided a vital and previously inaccessible source of artistic
ideas; by the early 1870s the enthusiasm for things Japanese was
pervasive in America. Japanese shapes, surface treatments, mate-
rials, and techniques were interpreted in all the American decora-
tive arts of the Aesthetic period: for example, in silver by Tiffany
and Company and the GORHAM MANUFACTURING COMPANY, in por-
celain by oTT AND BREWER and the GREENWOOD POTTERY, and in
furniture by A. AND H. LEJAMBRE and Herter Brothers.

The Islamic world also enriched the vocabulary of aesthetic
style. Sensual ornament and colorful forms associated with Turk-
ish, Moorish, Persian, and Indian ways of life were used in the
domestic milieu to suggest the moods and customs of these exotic
cultures. Tastemakers of the day determined which foreign styles
were most appropriate for specific rooms and decorative forms.
The oriental and the Indian were particularly well suited to sitting
rooms like the “Japanese” parlor in William H. Vanderbilt’s palatial
New York house and smoking rooms like the “Moorish” one in
industrialist John D. Rockefeller’s impressive New York mansion.
The painter Frederic E. Church (1826-1900) carried exoticism to
an extreme at Olana, his home and studio overlooking the Hudson
River.

Aestheticism offered an unprecedented opportunity for collab-
oration among artists, some of whom entered the growing ranks
of professional decorators. In 1879 Louis Comfort Tiffany joined
forces with SAMUEL COLMAN, LOCKWOOD DE FOREST, and CANDACE
WHEELER to found Associated Artists. Wheeler was in charge of
textiles, de Forest supervised carvings and wood decoration,
Colman was consulted for color and pattern, and Tiffany, who
directed the firm, was responsible for stained glass. It is note-
worthy that three of the four partners had begun their carcers as
painters. Indeed the participation of painters and sculptors in the
decorative arts was a significant aspect of the Aesthetic movement.
Painters no longer confined their brushwork to canvas. Rather,
they could now embellish the walls of an interior, as JAMES ABBOTT
MCNEILL WHISTLER did in his famed Peacock Room for the London
home of Frederick Richards Leyland; decorate furniture, as Albert
Pinkham Ryder did on screens and mirror frames; or ornament
tiles, like those painted at meetings of the Tile Club. Architects,
too, expanded their role, conceiving not only the elevations and
the plans of a building, but also the interior scheme, designing
furniture, metalwork, and other decorative elements: wrought
iron and furniture by FRANK FURNESS and architectural ornament
by LOUIS SULLIVAN are outstanding examples.



Just as established artists explored decorative media, many oth-
ers—primarily women—applied their talents to china painting,
needlework, and wood carving, which they pursued either as en-
lightened leisure activities or as a means of producing an indepen-
dent income, albeit a modest one. The artistic commitment of
Cincinnati women is a case in point. Instrumental in establishing
a school of design and an art museum in their city, these women
also carved furniture and decorated ceramics, eventually establish-
ing a national reputation for their art pottery.

Within two decades of its inception, the Aesthetic movement be-

gan to evolve in different directions—most significantly those of
the Art Nouveau and the Arts and Crafts movements. The ge-
ometry of aesthetic patterns yielded to the sensuous lines of Art
Nouveau, and the use of asymmetry, derived from oriental art,
became more pronounced. Arts and crafts doctrines shared the
Aesthetic era’s exaltation of craftsmanship, natural materials, and
the integrated interior but rejected machine production and em-
phasized form and structure rather than surface ornament. The
pursuit of beauty persisted well after the Aesthetic period ended.
Through later movements aesthetic ideas became widely accepted,
even ubiquitous.

The Authors
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Artifact as Ideology:

The Aesthetic Movement in Its American Cultural Context

Roger B. Stein

HE TERM “AESTHETIC MOVEMENT” describes a period of ex~
traordinarily rich artistic activity in the United States in the last
third of the nineteenth century, centered in the decorative arts in
the 1870s and 1880s but expressed as well in American painting, in
architecture and planning, in public and private collecting, and
in art education in schools, museums, and on the printed page.
The work produced during these years is artistic achievement of a
high order, ranging from unique objects fashioned for an exclusive
elite to mass-produced goods and popular forms.

The essays that follow examine various types of art and locate
them in the history of art making by individuals and—more sig-
nificantly, perhaps—by groups. They point to sources in design
theory and practice both in the United States and abroad, especially
in Britain, where the American Aesthetic movement had its deep-
est roots. To understand the nature of the American achievement,
it will be helpful to see it within its time and place in order to ask
how the artifacts created gave expression to the culture of which
they were a part. If we see these works as in some sense the aes-
thetic solutions or resolutions that artist-producers offered to their
audiences of consumers and viewers, our task becomes one of ask-
ing what were the questions to which the objects were answers;
what were the problems they sought to resolve; what induced late
nineteenth-century men and women—considered individually-and
collectively, and as they were differentiated by gender—to shape
them in particular ways; and toward what ends was aesthetic pro-
duction directed? To phrase the questions thus offers a dynamic
approach to these marvelously inventive artifacts, defining them
not as static objects but as elements in the process of development
and change, of challenge and response, that we call culture.

The last third of the nineteenth century was a period of espe-
cially rapid change in the United States. Industrial growth was
massive, agriculture was capitalized through large-scale farming of
the Midwest, and the Rocky Mountains and the Far West were
fully opened to exploitation through railroad and governmental
surveys. A transportation revolution created an international net-
work for the distribution of goods, with implications for aesthetic
commodities as well as for corn and wheat, iron and steel and coal.
Facilities for marketing and financing within an expanding capi-
talist economy increased, particularly in the urban centers, whose
populations swelled through immigration from abroad and relo-
cation from rural areas.

Inevitably changes in the American economy and in ethnic and
class relationships put a severe strain upon traditional American
values. Shifts from rural to urban, from local and regional orien-
tation to national and international, with a loss of authority on the

part of local institutions (most notably the churches); expanding
employment, including that of women secking opportunities be-
yond the home; and frequently depressed wages all challenged the
liberal ideology of an earlier rural America, which the post—Civil
War generation often idealized as a simpler, innocent world, with-
out conflict or stress.'

Although the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exposition stimi-
lated a certain nostalgia and even a Colonial revival>—a belief that
Americans could reinstate some of the forms and the supposed
work habits of craftsmanship as well as the local and national loy-
alties associated with the founding fathers—the majority of Amer-

_icans sought to come to terms with the new urbanized and

industrialized society. The Aesthetic movement as a cultural phe-
nomenon played an active role in the transformation of American
life in the 1870s, 1880s, and early 1890s. It was a critique of pre-
vious modes of life and thought and both a response to and an
expression of contemporary American culture, that is, the material
conditions of late nineteenth-century America and the ideology—
the system of values and beliefs—that supported, reinforced, and"
gave direction to certain patterns of life and work.  ~
Ideologically the Aesthetic movement functioned most clearly
in four major areas of cultural change. “Nature,” which for Amer-
icans in the preceding generations had been an emblem of national
geographic destiny, a'spiritual resource and a sign of innocence, as
well as the place for the family farm and the source of economic-
well-being, for many Americans no longer served these functions’
in the post—Civil War era.’ The Aesthetic movement adapted the
cultural language of natural forms to new purposes, more in keep-
ing with the urban and industrial society of which it was a part.
Second, though religious values continued to be important to
individuals and church attendance was up during the late nine-
teenth century, the laments in the periodical press of the era about
the absence of a spiritual center were frequent and repetitive.*
Some middle- and upper-class Americans were drawn to Christian
Science, others to the religions of the Orient or to Christian So-
cialism, and immigrant groups brought with them Old World
Catholic, Orthodox, and Jewish beliefs as alternatives to the pre-
viously dominant Protestant ideology. To this congerie of values
the Aesthetic movement offered “art” as a counterbalance to ma-
terialism, though its adequacy as a religious remedy was in doubt.
Third, the instability of boom and bust cycles, of expanding
opportunities and major strikes, led to questioning of the domi-
nant American ideology. American political liberalism and laissez-
faire capitalism had promised satisfaction to all who would work
diligently in their calling, as the Protestant language expressed it,
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but the conditions of work had changed significantly in the late
nineteenth century. What role was art to play either in sustaining
the older relationships of power or in altering them, in reorganiz-
ing society?® Because much Aesthetic-movement production was
carried out by groups, it challenged, at least implicitly, a radically
individualistic conception of creative selthood. In class terms, the
claim of the Aesthetic movement in America was meliorist and
universal—that art would enhance and improve the lives of every-
one. Yet its primary effect was upon the leisure class and to some
degree the middle class, which led to a number of critiques in the
1890s and thereafter that illuminate the ultimately conservative
character of the movement.

Finally, an area of change in which the Aesthetic movement was
to have a profound cffect was what the age called “the woman
question.” Women had been ideologically defined in American so-
ciety as linked to nature and nurture and to spiritual values as the
guardians of religion, especially within the home and family. As
they increasingly either moved into the wage-labor force or sought
to find meaningful roles as equals within their own “sphere,” the
Aesthetic movement responded by facilitating new possibilities for
women’s control over their own lives. Indeed in many respects the
Aecsthetic movement was a women’s movement. Women were
among the leading producers of aesthetic goods, and insofar as the
movement was particularly directed toward the domestic realm,
they were also its chief consumers. In what ways this occurred,
and with what consequences, is a central question to any consid-
eration of American aestheticism.®

The great achievement of the Aesthetic movement in the United
States, from the point of view of ideology, lay in its ability to
embody these changing circumstances and values, not merely in
theoretical statements but in the production of artifacts and in the
widespread marketing and consumption of both ideas and objects
as well. The Aesthetic movement did not “reflect” these changes.
It shaped them in specific directions; for works of art—the houses
we build and inhabit, the spaces we choose to decorate, the orna-
mental objects we create, the books and articles we read—actively
influence our lives.

Our task in what follows, thus, is to read through the aesthetic
texts to their ideological subtexts in order to see how together they
can help us understand the role of the Aesthetic movement in late
nineteenth-century American culture. To accomplish this task we
need to explore the sites of aesthetic transformation, the places
where the new artistic activity was taking place, so that we may
observe the dynamics of the Aesthetic movement in its impact
upon the lives of Americans of the time. Let us begin up the Hud-
son River, past Sleepy Hollow and the romantic world of Rip Van
Winkle, at Olana, near Hudson, New York, some thirty miles
south of Albany.

The Expen'ence cf Olana

Perched high above a serpentine road that leads from the Hudson
River valley through dense woods and into open fields punctuated
with beautiful trees is Olana, the summer home and studio of
the nineteenth-century American landscape painter Frederic E.
Church (1826-1900). Enameled tiles frame the mosaic portal that
greets the visitor, and rich exterior brickwork reaches up to a cor-
nice once ornately stenciled in bright colors. Designed by Calvert
Vaux (1824-18953) as a villa, the house was built under Church’s
supervision in the 1870s, with a new wing added in 1888—90. Both
the design and the site make clear an allegiance to nature as a re-
pository of national, picturesque, and spiritual values. The ogival
windows and porches of the house open to the sublime and beau-
tiful spaces of the natural world that Church captured in hundreds
of paintings and sketches, from the 1840s when he studied with
Thomas Cole (1801-1848), who lived across the river in Catsxill,
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New York, through the 1850s and 1860s, the heyday of Church’s
fame as the chief celebrant of untamed nature in American culture.”

The architectural design of the house is neither in the villa style
typical of the work of Andrew Jackson Downing (1815~1852) nor
1s it a Gothic-style castle, favored by many during the previous
decades. In its playful massing of large brick surfaces against win-
dows, porches, towers, and balconies, accentuated with colorful
tiles, Near Eastern in feeling but unlike any particular prototype,
Olana defies stylistic categorizing. Upon entering the house, the
dominant impression of the interior is in radical contrast to the
view from the windows that frame America’s most renowned
nineteenth-century romantic landscape scenery. If we stand with
our backs to the ombra, or inset porch, to the south, the vision into
the central Court Hall (1LL. 1.1) epitomizes Church’s achievement:
the gently arched window filters the light through the patterned
paper tracery—which imitates Moorish metalwork—bathing the
space below in an amber glow; the floors are festooned with ori-
ental rugs, which serve also as runners up the stairs and as portieres
across a landing that heightens the impression that this interior
space can become—and is—a stage set; and the upstairs hall has a
large wardrobe containing costumes from many lands, used by the
Churches for the entertainment of guests.

A sense of costume drama is a clue to the artifice of the whole.
Egyptian ibis bracket the area; a highly polished brass Buddha sits
in a quasi-Romanesque niche below the upper return of the stair-
case near a gathering of armor and brass bowls; tall vases stand on
elaborately carved side tables; rondels in white alabaster by Erastus
Dow Palmer (1817-1904) over doorways contrast to framed but-
terflies (iridescent emblems of immortality) on another narrow
wall space; stylized mosarabic floral stenciling on the spandrels and
across the interior of the arches is juxtaposed with equally flat As-
syrian black figures on the risers of the lowest stairs; and a large
blue-and-white china vase is strategically placed in a corner of the
second landing of the staircase. It is an astonishing mélange of
color, texture, and form brought into harmony and order by the
overall patterning, the blending of hues and tones controlling the
eye as it moves from object to object, ricocheting back and forth
through artistic style and historical period and the spiritual con-
notations they suggest.®

What sense are we to make of this extraordinary spectacle? The
rupture with the values of nature that drew Church to the location
1s important, but the interior of Olana is not hermetically sealed
off, like the semi-Gothic solipsistic fantasy world that Edgar Allan
Poe (1809-1849) created in “The Fall of the House of Usher”
(1839). Church was hardly the withdrawn romantic genius (indeed
few American artists were more responsive to their public than
Church, who was a careful promoter of his own work); yet to
attribute what we see solely to Church’s individual enthusiasms
for the art and archaeology of Latin America, Europe, and the
Near East is to miss the general relevance of Olana to the major
revolution in style and thinking that we term the Aesthetic move-
ment.

The rural setting, sublime, beautiful, and picturesque vistas,
and shaping of the fore- and middle-ground landscape to frame the
view at Olana link it to the aesthetics not only of Vaux but also of
Downing and of Frederick Law Olmsted (1822-1903), of Cole and
of Asher B. Durand (1796—1886). The profusion of diverse reli-
gious imagery in the interior of the house suggests that the ico-
nography is a kind of cross-cultural survey of the manifestations
of spirituality in the worlds of nature and art. But in the interna-
tionalism of its religious language, in its stylistic borrowings and
decorative conventionalizing of natural forms, in its dissociation
of style from history, and in the ways in which Olana recombines
disparate elements into a new artistic unity, it is an exemplary early
product of the Aesthetic movement. ,

Our task is to understand the aesthetic impulses that find
expression at Olana. As Church’s home indicates, the Aesthetic



movement prided itself on the governing order that the eye and the
act of seeing imposed upon experience. Further, Olana and the
Aesthetic movement it betokens were not governed by an alle-
giance to the revival of a single past historical style, and certainly
not to some notion of vernacular “American” style. Olana draws
upon, indeed it ransacks, the high art forms of the Western and
Eastern worlds with carefree abandon and with rich visual play-
fulness; and though it is “eclectic” in its use of various styles, that
is not an adequate label to apply.®

At Olana dramatic juxtapositions of time, place, and style are
harmoniously resolved through delicate adjustments of color,
tone, and texture. Individual objects and their cultures are appro-
priated and recontextualized by the master—or, as frequently was
the case during the Aesthetic era, the mistress—hand of the interior
designer. Past and present meet in the Olana experience: older,
collected objects coexist with newer ones, such as the intricate
“Hindoo” carving designed by Mrs. Church’s cousin LoCkwoOD
DE FOREST (ILL. I.2), as the aesthetic present asserts its hegemony
over the historical past and an American interior actively reshapes
the artistic wealth of the world.

The process of absorption and transformation of objects and
styles from East and West that we observe at Olana was deeply
indebted to current thought and practice coming from England, a
nation with which Church had always had strong ties. His teacher
Cole was English born. Church was an early disciple of the great
English art critic and writer John Ruskin (1819-1900), from whom
an entire generation of Americans learned that meticulous fidelity
to specific natural forms could be not only a kind of national
expression and a spiritual act but also a pictorial guide for artist
and audience.' The special dialect of Olana was a variant of an
essentially British aesthetic language of the preceding decades.

Ideological Sources:

The English Reform Movement

The origins of the American Aesthetic movement lay in Britain in
the 1850s and 1860s: in the writings of leading aesthetic and social
critics, in the teaching in newly emerging schools of design, and
mn artifacts themselves. All of these were to make their way to
American shores in the post—-Civil War years via the rapidly in-
creasing transatlantic traffic in persons, in books and periodicals,
and in objects for exhibition and sale. The Aesthetic movement in
Britain began as a reform impulse. It was part of a larger critique
of the Industrial Revolution, which had radically altered Britain
following the Napoleonic Wars, and it paralleled political events
that had firmly established the power of the middle class with the
Second Reform Bill of 1867. The costs of these social transfor-
mations were the subject of impassioned debate, in the aesthetic
realm as elsewhere.

The British architect and theorist Augustus Welby Northmore
Pugin (1812-1852) had been an early and savage critic of nine-
teenth-century culture. His Contrasts, or a Parallel Between the Noble
Edifices of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries and Similar Buildings
of the Present Day (1836) was a social as well as an aesthetic protest
against the ugliness of the contemporary English cityscape. In re-
ligious terms, the Evangelical Ruskin was the antagonist of the
Roman Catholic Pugin; but socially and aesthetically he extended
Pugin’s argument for the Gothic as a repository of spiritual values,
combining it with his own lament for the loss of workmanship in
industrial society. From early in his career, Ruskin was a spokes-
man for truth to nature, that is, the integrity of an unaltered, nat-
ural universe, which he saw as expressive of a divine plan in the
realm of beauty. The blight on the English industrial landscape
convinced Ruskin of the dependence of art on a healthy society.
The famous chapter “The Nature of Gothic” in his Stones of Venice

(1851-53), as well as many of his later writings, assaulted the fail-
ure of modern society to make possible the necessary social con-
ditions for artistic labor."

In this sense Ruskin’s indictment, which was indebted to the
moral outrage of Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) and which was to
become central to the thinking of the younger WILLIAM MORRIS,
paralleled the frontal attack on industrial relations that Karl Marx
(1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) were formulating in
these same years on British soil. To Marx, only the man who is
free from physical need “produces in accordance with the laws of
beauty.” The modern wage slave is alienated from his work, and
goods produced are “fetishized,” their significance defined by their
exchange value rather than their expression of socially productive
labor on the part of the maker, their display serving as a sign of
wealth, what Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929) would later call “pe-
cuniary canons of taste.”'? For Marx and Engels, social and acs-
thetic expression was embedded in entrenched relationships of
power in capitalist society. They rejected reform as a solution and
predicted inevitable revolution in the struggle between classes.

More palatable to British as well as American audiences was the
reformist critique from within liberal ideology espoused by the
English poet, essayist, and school inspector Matthew Arnold
(1822-1888). In the essays collected in 1869 as Culture and Anarchy,
Arnold argued the value of “Hellenism” over “Hebraism,” which
for him meant the triumph of “spontaneity of ‘consciousness” over
“strictness of conscience.” He sweepingly attacked the “barbarian”
aristocracy, the “Philistine” middle class who held cconomic and-
political control, and the “populace,” thus dissolving the relation-
ships of power in a cultural condemnation of all who live in terms
of their own self-interest and the narrowest utilitarian morality.
Nineteenth-century society had “fetishized” the mere accumula-
tion of material goods, and -Arnold called instead for “sweetness
and light,” an expansion of consciousness that would give people
a fuller grasp of the ideal intellectual and aesthetic potcntlal of the
human spirit. Of the United States he said bluntly, “From Maine
to Florida, and back again, all America Hebraizes.”" The value of
Arnold’s voice in the ideological debates of the Aesthetic period
lay in his reconciliation of the pursuit of beauty with larger social
and moral ends, however vaguely defined. He offered a way of
believing in the visual, in the power of fecling and of art to arrive
somehow at ideal goals, without really challenging, as had Ruskin,
Morris, and especially Marx and Engels, the structure of tradl—»
tional capltallst work relationships.

That some in Britain would carry the general critique of Phil-
istine culture to its extreme can be seen from Walter Pater (1839~
1894) to Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) and JAMES ABBOTT MCNEILL
WHISTLER, from the incipient heightening of aesthetic conscious-
ness to art for art’s sake, a scornful dissociation of art from ordi-
nary life. Whistler’s suit against Ruskin in London in 1878 was an
impassioned defense of the aesthetic view and of the integrity of
the picture as an independent visual statement, exaggerated be-
cause Whistler was under attack by the leading proponent of truth
to nature. Art had traditionally been understood as a means toward
some extrinsic end: the mimetic reproduction of the external
world; the glorification of the state; the inculcation of a social or
moral message; the praise of God. To a devoted aesthete like
Whistler, such concerns were merely “literary”; art was indepen-
dent of all extrinsic purposes, and subject matter was irrelevant.'*

Wilde, Ruskin’s student at Oxford and a friend of Whistler’s,
was the Aesthetic movement’s most successful popularizer. Wilde
brought the aesthetic gospel in flamboyantly theatrical form to the
United States in his famous and well-reported lecture tour of
188283 (see 1LL. 11.1). He denied that

in its primary aspects has painting any more spiritual mes-

sage for us than a blue tile from the walls of Damascus or
a Hitzen vase. It is a beautifully-coloured surface, nothing
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more, and affects us by no suggestion stolen from philos-
ophy, no pathos pilfered from literature, no feeling filched
from a poet, but by its own incommunicable artistic
essence.

Wilde frequently coupled such rhetorically severe statements with

appeals to Americans, based upon vaguely liberal political prem-

ises, to appreciate the natural forms abundantly present in the land-

scape and to reform the American urban and domestic en-

vironment; he called for “the union of Hellenism—with intense
. individualism, the passionate colour of the romantic spirit.”**

To the extent that the committed aesthetes argued that art was
the goal of life and that people should live for art, they were suspect
in Britain—and especially suspect in the United States—as amoral
(if not immoral) poseurs, self-indulgent and irresponsible. The

general reaction to aestheticism was a series of parodies, and
George Du Maurier’s (1834~1896) satires i Punch were well
known (see ILL. 11.9). Lampoons of aestheticism reached their
apotheosis in the WORCESTER ROYAL PORCELAIN COMPANY’s teapot
of 1882 (FG. 1.1), complete with lily, sunflower, yellow-green
blouse, puce cap, and limp wrist serving as a spout, The base bears
the inscription FEARFUL CONSEQUENCES—/THROUGH THE.LAWS OF
NATURAL SELECTION/AND EVOLUTION—OF LIVING/UP TO ONE'S TEA-
POT, an acsthetically witty spoof, from a pseudo-Darwinian posi-
tion, of the shibboleths of the Aesthetic movement. Gilbert and
Sullivan’s comic opera Patience of 1881, which had long runs in
New York during Wilde’s American tour, as well as in England, is
the best known of all the lampoons of aestheticism, ' but the figure
of the aesthetic Oscar was played with by Americans in many ways
(see ILLS. 11.2, 11.6). Wildean caricatures and aesthetic maidens

L. 1.1 Court Hall, Olana, Hudson, N.Y. Frederic E. Church, ca. 1872—74. New York State Office
of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, Bureau of Historic Sites, Olana State Historic Site,

Taconic State Park Region




ILL. 1.2 “Hindoo” fireplace surround, Olana, the Frederic E. Church
house, Hudson, N.Y. Designed by Lockwood de Forest, 1887, probably
made in India. New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic
Preservation, Bureau of Historic Sites, Olana State Historic Site, Taconic
State Park Region )

were employed to sell soap, hosiery, sewing machines, and “aes-
thetic corsets” (F1G. 1.2). Artful parody depends of necessity upon
the audience’s knowledge and understanding of the subject under
attack; if in the case of aestheticism it played in part to the Philistine
sensibilities, it also asserted the triumph of style, aesthetic artifice,
and the man-made world over mere nature.

In contrast to the aesthetes, another contingent of British re-
formers focused more particularly on the practical aspects of artis-
tic work and style. This contingent was determined to transform
the principles of design itself through the establishment of schools
and curricula and through writings specifically directed toward the
decorative arts. To this group, decorative beauty was not only an
mntrinsic good; it helped market commodities. William Morris,
Henry Cole (1808-1882), OWEN JONES, CHRISTOPHER DRESSER,
CHARLES LOCKE EASTLAKE, BRUCE J. TALBERT, and E. W. GODWIN
were among those who both wrote and trained others in the re-
orientation of the design and production of artifacts at a variety of
new institutions, the most important of which was the Normal
School of Design in the South Kensington district of London.

South Kensington played a critical role in the debate with Rus-
kin over the degree to which natural forms should be convention-
alized, and the impact of the school on design in all media, both in
Britain and America, was far-reaching. Church’s designs for the
Court Hall at Olana, for example, would have been unthinkable
without The Grammar of Ornament (1856) by Owen Jones, the
doyen of South Kensington.!” Jones taught his readers, especially
through the 112 beautifully drawn and colored plates with text in
three languages (see FIGS. 2.1, 2.2), that the various historical dec-

orative styles, from “Savage” and Egyptian to Assyrian, Greek,
Arabian, Moresque, Gothic, and Italian, were essentially a “gram-
mar,” the structure of a language that could be employed through
the application of - general principles. Jones reduced decorative
expression to a series of thirty-seven “propositions.” To attempt
to work out a decorative style independent of the past would be
“folly,” Jones maintained, for the past was both inheritance and
guide, though it should not be followed mechanically. Proposition
36 read: “The principles discoverable in the works of the past be-
long to us; not so the results. It is taking the end for the means.”"

Jones’s theory of decoration involved a “paradoxical attitude
toward history,” according to the critic John G. Rhodes, “simul-
tancously a rejection and a selective idealization” that arrived at a
new concept of “authentic style” not by reviving any single mode
from the past but by generating abstract propositions.” To this
conception Dresser added a warning about trying to carry over the
symbolic values of prior ornamental forms. The age of symbolic
representation had passed, in Dresser’s view, and there was no rea-
son to hope that symbolism would again prevail. Instead, he ad-
vised designers of his day to appeal in their work to the common
knowledge of people.?

The efforts of the reform designers clarify the ideological func-
tion of the Aesthetic movement in several ways. First, their stress
on the availability to the present of a wide spectrum of past stylistic
choices contributed to the dehistoricizing of decoration and made
it “universally” accessible to artists of the late nineteenth century
as an infinitely manipulable language for the trained eye. One need
not know—or care—about how art functioned in past cultures to
draw upon the decorative forms and patterns of those worlds. As
Olana illustrates, the past loses something of its “pastness,” its as-
sociative cultural values, when it is recontextualized for pres-
ent use.

Second, the universalizing of stylistic choice may be seen ideo-
logically as the aesthetic expression of Britain’s experience -as an
imperial power during the nineteenth century. As goods from
around the world came under the control of British markets, the
designers of the Aesthetic movement justified the process, however
unconsciously, by internationalizing the principles of style. The
vocabulary of art for art’s sake partially masked the degree to
which this stylistic appropriation was indeed a form of cultural
appropriation, particularly over the non-Western regions of the
Near East and the Orient.?’ To- Americans, who were now fully
entering the international marketplace, the new language was a
powerful one.

Third, design reform must be understood as a response to issues
of gender. The schools established by the reformers in London and
elsewhere in Britain had been especially directed toward women,
for reasons that were made clear in an essay called “Women and
Art,” published in the London Art Journal in 1861.. The author,
Thomas Purnell, recognized that one of the great social challenges
to British culture was the demand of women for equal rights, but

his response was to assert flatly,

Woman owes allegiance to the hearth. On this point there
is a singular and complete unanimity, and none—not even
the most zealous advocate for woman’s rights, we pre-
sume—but will unhesitatingly concur in condemning her
who would be guilty of transferring that allegiance
elsewhere.

Purnell’s anxiety is evident beneath the bullying tone of the state-
ment; indeed he realized that the domestic ideals he advocated did
not speak to the situation of an increasing pool of middle-class
women whose failure in the marriage market left them without
adequate means of support. The rich, he claimed, should be con-
tent with their lot, while the women of the “lowest classes” had
inevitably to work for a living. The precarious position of middle-
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fG. 1.1 Teapot. Worcester Royal Porcelain Company,
Worcester, England, 1882. Porcelain, h. 6% in. (15.5 cm),
diam. 3 in. (7.5 cm). Inscribed: FEARFUL CONSEQUENCES — /
THROUGH THE LAWS OF NATURAL SELECTION | AND EVO-
LUTION — OF LIVING | UP TO ONE’S TEAPOT / “Budge,”
marked: [registry mark] / [WRP mark]. Collection of
Marilyn and Jerome J. Hoffman

class women was that they could not accept manual labor without
losing their middle-class status (and thus their opportunity for a
“proper” marriage); Purnell noted, however, that they “do possess
unlucky appetites that ask to be fed, and backs for which nature
has neglected to provide ready-made clothing.” The heavy-handed
irony bespeaks the author’s discomfort with the hard truth of their
situation, but he nevertheless insists that “‘equality of the sexes’ is
a chimera.”?

Art education was a solution to the dilemma of middle-class
women. The occasion for Purnell’s essay was the loss of public
monies for the Female School of Design, which had been estab-
lished by the British government in London in 1842. Purnell urged
the restoration of funding on the grounds that the school provided
training and_employment for women, who had “natural” abilities
in"art, and he singled out “their quick perception of the laws of
harmony and contrast of colour, their fineness of hand, their pow-
ers of arrangement, and their natural good taste.”?

Purnell’s arguments—and his specific language—are worth cit-
ing not because they are special but because they typify and clarify
the gender ideology of the Aesthetic movement as a social phe-
nomenon in both Britain and the United States. As a reform ide-
ology, the Aesthetic movement was a sharp and often penetrating
critique of the effects of a capitalist industrial society in its failure
to rank the pursuit of beauty—“sweetness and light”—above or
even on a par with the Philistine values of accumulation of money
and goods, as well as in its debasement of the worker from a proud
craftsman to an alienated operative. In terms-of gender, however,
the Aesthetic movement was more problematic: it offered oppor-
tunities for work—new creative outlets for social and aesthetic
productivity—to middle-class women, but it did so without chal-
lenging traditional male hegemony. The “allegiance to the hearth”
remained central, and women’s aesthetic work was viewed as a
concession to (hopefully) temporary necessity. Women’s skills in
art were declared to be an expression of their “natural” abilities,
their female instincts. These would be developed, to be sure,
through training in schools but as the fulfillment of essentially do-
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mestic female roles. The legacy of this attitude in Britain and the
ways in which the Arts and Crafts movement in the 1880s repro-
duced a sexual division of labor that continued to limit women and
make equality of the sexes “a chimera” has been perceptively stud-
ied elsewhere.?* Its importance to the American Aesthetic move-
ment in 1ts own pursuit of beauty is a critical part of our story.

The Lesson qp the Centennial

Everything converged on Philadelphia in 1876. The international
Centennial Exposition was an active agent in the transmitting of
the ideas and artifacts of the British Aesthetic movement to Amer-
ican producers and consumers as well as a sign of American society
in its transformed relationships of power. Attendance at the ex-
position exceeded ten million.? The great Corliss engine in the
Machinery Hall was the most obvious symbol of an industrial,
mechanical, and commercial might that was amply reported in the
American press and in commentarics by foreign exhibitors.

The fine-arts display in Memorial Hall was on the whole con-
servative and frequently bombastic. Few nations sent their best art,
either past or present, and the American works shown were on the
whole a canonization of older ideal values rather than a risking of
new ones. Yet it was clear that a narrow and defensive aesthetic
nationalism (reasserted in the 1930s and thereafter as “the Ameri~
canness of American art”) had given way in the presence of a great
international bazaar. Church exhibited Chimborazo (1864; Private
collection), which won a bronze medal, and The Parthenon (1871;
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). In a sense, both
were nostalgic and retrospective paintings, for nature was no
longer the compelling signifier of American national destiny.?

From our point of view, the most important quality of the Cen-
tennial was its stress on American participation as a strong but
friendly competitor in the international marketplace, involved in
“a generous and peaceful rivalry in the production of the excel-
lent.” This was “the lesson.of the centennial,” according to the art
educator Walter Smith (1836-1886), a recent British arrival on
American shores. The Centennial was also a triumph of the urban,
the cosmopolitan, the man- (and even to a degree the woman-)
made, as the industrial- and decorative-arts exhibitions made clear.
Natural resources and raw materials were not enough to ensure the
prosperity of a people, asserted Smith. “The transforming hand of
man, skilled in the arts and sciences,” was needed “to change these
rich gifts of nature into products which satisfy the needs of civi-
lized communities.”?

The Centennial was the primary vehicle for the communication
of British ideas, for the presentation of artifacts inspired by the
work of the reformers, and for the publicizing of schools and or-
ganizations that gave pedagogic and institutional direction to the
Aesthetic movement. Though British leadership was generally ac-
knowledged, nascent American groups of decorative reformers
also received recognition at the Centennial, in a display of student
work from the Massachusetts Normal Art School, in an exhibition
of Cincinnati wood carving and ceramics, and in the very existence
of the Women’s Pavilion. Despite the suspicion and even hostility
of some critics, it was clear that in much of this work it was not
the “transforming hand of man” but of women that was particu-
larly impressive. The writer William Dean Howells (1837-1920)
wondered why it was necessary to segregate female achievement,
and he commented that women’s skills could best be seen in the
operation and superintendence of machinery, where woman
“showed herself in the character of a worker of unsurpassed intel-
ligence.”* By contrast, Smith’s own frequent touting of the ac-
complishments of the Royal Society of Art Needlework was linked
to his hope that American women would follow the British ex-
ample by flocking “to the studios” and leaving “the ballot-box
alone.” In a restatement of Purnell’s fear, he underscored the con-
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FIG. 1.2 Trade cards. American, ca. 1880-85. Chromolithographs; each approx. 4/ X 3in. (11.4 X 7.6 cm). a, f, h:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Jefferson R. Burdick Collection, Gift of Jefferson R. Burdick; b, ¢, d, e, i:
Private collection; g: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Anonymous Gift, 1985 (1985.1110)
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servative gender ideology of separate spheres. He believed that by
allowing women to explore their “thoroughly feminine” aesthetic
impulses, women’s art would become a hedge against “woman’s
rights and radicalism,” against women’s drive to “unsex them-
selves” by seeking “to engage in men’s affairs.”?

In spite of such attempts to circumscribe the role of women,
the Centennial did offer important models to aspiring females. The
influence of the exposition upon CANDACE WHEELER, for example,
was profound and direct, giving focus to her career as one of the
subsequent leaders of the Aesthetic movement in the United States.
The same was true for the female ceramics leaders from Cincinnati:
M. LOUISE MCLAUGHLIN was inspired by the French Haviland Li-
moges exhibition of faience, MARIA LONGWORTH NICHOLS by the
display of Japanese ceramics.®

Upon other American women the effects of the Centennial were
more oblique. For the young writer Sarah Orne Jewett (1849—
1909), a trip to the fair was a way to spend part of a summer va-
cation. Seventeen years later, after a visit to the World’s Columbian
Exposition in Chicago, Jewett reflected that “the Philadelphia ex-
position gave a new regard for our antiquities (our ‘Centennial’
chairs and plates!).”> Clearly this was the case, but Jewett’s more
profound understanding of the importance of the 1876 exhibition
may be seen in her story “The Flight of Betsey Lane,”* which cuts
against revivalist nostalgia in its description of an old woman who
is trapped in a small-town New England poorhouse and rebels by
running away to visit the Centennial. For Jewett the Philadelphia
experience is an apt image of a woman’s liberation, her breaking
free from provincial restrictions to expand her psychological as
well as geographic horizons through participation in the urban and
international worlds that the Centennial symbolized.

The impact of the Philadelphia exposition may be measured
both by its influence on particular decorative artists and by its long-
term effects upon visitors like Jewett or the geologist-aesthete
Clarence King (1842—1901). King journeyed to the exhibition from
Washington, D.C., where he was organizing the scientific reports
from his Fortieth Parallel Survey of the West. At the Centennial’s
popular Japanese display he acquired a Watanabé Seitei screen in an
instance of the Ruskinian lover of mountain gloom and mountain
glory balancing scientific dissection of nature against a developing
impulse toward international collecting of “aesthetic” goods.® To
examine the ways in which a wide range of Americans accom-
modated over time the theories and practice of the Aesthetic move-
ment, we may now turn from Philadelphia to New England.

Sites Qf Transformation:
From Boston to Appledore

Boston’s dominant role in American intellectual and religious life
included an early and'sustained interest in Ruskin’s writings,
though of a vigorous and argumentative kind.** Bostonians had
brought back both ideas and inspiration from the Philadelphia
Centennial. Howells reported in the Atlantic Monthly that the Brit-
ish exhibition was the most impressive in the entire exposition: “A
whole world of varied arts and industries, among which the aes-
thetic observer would be most taken with the contributions from
the Indian empire, and with that wide and beautiful expression of
artistic feeling in household decoration in which England is now
leading the world.”*> HUGH c. ROBERTSON of the CHELSEA KERAMIC
ART WORKS was excited by the Japanese pottery, and his distin-
guished manufactures of the 1880s, along with those of the j. AND
J. G. LOW ART TILE WORKS (founded in 1877) and other firms, made
the Boston area a center of aesthetic ceramics production.
Furthermore, Massachusetts had been experimenting with art
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education in public and private schools since before mid-century.
Public-school training under the leadership of Horace Mann
(1796-1859) had emphasized the practical advantages of industrial
drawing as a means of social and economic mobility, while edu-
cation of females and drawing from the antique had emphasized
the more general aesthetic education of the middle class in the
moral language of Ruskin. In 1870 Massachusetts passed an indus-
trial-drawing act, the first state law making drawing a public-
school required subject, and then hired South Kensington-trained
Walter Smith as State Director of Art Education and as Director of
Drawing for the Boston Public Schools. By 1873 these activities
had spawned the Massachusetts Normal Art School, and in 1876
the school’s teacher-training system was exhibited at the Centen-
nial, where it received a diploma and a medal for excellence. In
cooperation with the Boston lithographic firm of Louis Prang,
Smith produced a series of textbooks that in some of their illustra-
tive material were clearly modeled on the work of Jones and
Dresser. Smith’s stress on the practical application of drawing and
his attempt to extend drawing curricula into the high schools were
in conflict with the views of those more Ruskinian advocates of
ideal aesthetic education, and by 1881 Smith had been dismissed
from both of his administrative positions. The Boston educational
experience suggests the underlying class and gender tensions
within the American Aesthetic movement: Was art education a
democratic means of training young men to rise within an indus-
trial society, or was it intended to inculcate ideals, “Hellenizing”
women and a leisure class to an appreciation of the beautiful?

To Isaac Edwards Clarke, another leading proponent of tech-
nical instruction in art in the public schools, the Centennial had
“taught the people of this country how beauty enriches all the ap-
pliances of life; the study of drawing in the common schools will
teach . . . children how things are to be made beautiful and . . .
thousands upon thousands of home missionaries of the beautiful,
will create everywhere such a demand for the element of art in all
manufactures,” that either producers would comply or foreign
goods would capture the market.* Clarke’s language, in his 1886
U.S. Commissioner of Education Report, “The Democracy of
Art,” indicates how the call for beauty in domestic life could be
both a “missionary” quest for the ideal and a market imperative.
Clarke aimed to allay fears that the pursuit of the aesthetic was a
form of immoral self-gratification, while showing Americans that
commodity production could benefit from such a pursuit.

To experience the visual achievement of the Aesthetic move-
ment in Boston, we need to explore the Back Bay area, filled land
opened to real-estate development in the post—Civil War years, for
the district was to become the aesthetic center of the city and a
showplace for the new stylistic possibilities. The residential
brownstones of Back Bay were French inspired, and other build-
ings of the day ranged from Arthur D. Gilman’s (1821-1882) early,
classical Arlington Street Church of 1859—61 to Richard Upjohn’s
(1802—-1878) Modern Gothic to H. H. RICHARDSON’s adventures in
Romanesque. The new quarters of the Boston Natural History
Society and the recently erected Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, which offered training in architecture under William Rob-
ert Ware, were within a few blocks of one another. The Museum
of Fine Arts, incorporated in 1870, moved from the pre-war, clas-
sical Athenaeum to a Modern Gothic building in 1876. The mu-
seum also housed a school of drawing and painting, which in its
opening decade catered primarily to women. At right angles to the
museum, in the space that in 1883 was to be designated Copley
Square, stood the great mass of Richardson’s Trinity Church, con-
secrated in 1877.%

Trinity Church is the greatest religious edifice of the Aesthetic
movement and a stunning example of how Aesthetic-movement
style on a monumental scale harmonized disparate elements to a

‘common purpose through the cooperative efforts of architect, dec-

orative artists, and their patron-minister, the Reverend Phillips



FIG. 1.3 Bowl. Decorated by Celia Thaxter,
Appledore Island, Isles of Shoals, Maine, 1882,
blank made by John Maddock and Sons, London.
Glazed and painted earthenware, h. 3%z in.

(8.9 cm), diam. 9%z in. (24.1 cm). Signed: Celia
Thaxter. / 1882., marked: ROYAL.SEMI. PORCELAIN /
JOHN MADDOCK & SONS /| ENGLAND. Maine Wom-
en Writers Collection, Westbrook College,
Portland, Gift of Rosamond Thaxter

Brooks (1835-1893). Richardson’s Auvergnat Romanesque style
incorporated JOHN LA FARGE’s suggestions for a tower based on the
cathedral of Salamanca, Spain. Brooks’s Low Church Episcopalian
leadership emphasized the preaching function, and his notions of
architecture were influenced by his visits to Hagia Sophia in Con-
stantinople and to Saint Petersburg. The inner space of Trinity
Church was consequently shaped to bring the word of God to
parishioners not by sacerdotally distancing them but by making
the structure what Richardson, Brooks, and La Farge agreed
should be “a color church.” Richardson himself seems to have been
largely indifferent to the iconography that La Farge developed for
the wall decoration. Though the deeply religious La Farge worked
out his choice of figures and scenes typologically, dramatizing Old
Testament prefigurations of the revelations of the New, it was “the
effect of the figure painting,” its relation to other ornamenta-
tion, and “the necessities of the composition” that controlled his
choices. The harmonizing of color and pattern, of historical styles
and iconographic content, modulated by the light filtering through
La Farge’s stained glass, created the overall interior design
that makes Trinity Church a major expression of the Aesthetic
movement.*

The aestheticizing of a church interior could raise problems,
however. Henry Adams (1838-1918), a close friend of both Rich-
ardson’s and La Farge’s, used the decoration of Trinity as the source
for the opening section of his 1884 novel, Esther,*! juxtaposing a
Trinitarian minister, the artist-designer of his new church (mod-
eled on a combination of Richardson and La Farge), and a scientist
(modeled on another friend of the author’s, Clarence King). The
conflict of spiritual, aesthetic, and scientific values is played out in
the plot. Adams’s description of the church in the opening scene
suggests how La Farge’s use of natural forms and the splendors of
color have become problematic as a language of religion:

Looking down the nave, one caught an effect of autumn
gardens, a suggestion of chrysanthemums and geraniums,
or of October woods, dashed with scarlet oaks and yellow
maples. . . . The sun came in through the figure of St.
John in his crimson and green garments of glass, and scat-
tered more color where colors already rivaled the flowers
of a prize show; while huge prophets and evangelists in
flowing robes looked down from the red walls on a dis-
play of human vanities that would have called out a ve-
hement Lamentation of Jeremiah or Song of Solomon,
had these poets been present in flesh as they were in
figure.®

The female protagonist of the novel, Esther, is an aesthetic young
woman who participates in the decoration of the church and falls
in love with the minister, but she cannot accept his faith. The sen-
suous and aesthetic appeal of art is insufficient to convert Esther’s
love into the specifically religious faith necessary for a successful
marriage, which in the novel form traditionally signifies the estab-
lishment of social order. Adams’s work thus acknowledges the im-
portance of the aesthetic in creating a new, harmonious structure
in the realm of beauty as well as its limitation as a substitute for
either religious conviction or the social order of the married state.”

In New England as elsewhere, the Aesthetic movement was
directed in large part toward women, educating them in the new
taste through classes and public lectures, teaching them the new
techniques of the decorative arts, and hoping to reshape their reli-
gious commitment in the new “color” churches. The experience
of CELIA THAXTER as china painter dramatizes how the Aesthetic
movement functioned on the small scale in the lives of women.

It is easy to dismiss the china-painting craze of the late 1870s
and the 1880s as a fad, a pleasant aesthetic diversion for leisured
ladies; and it is surely true that among those who took to china
painting were amateurs who read the manuals that were published
during these decades, attended classes at local art schools, and
bought ceramic blanks for decoration based on patterns available
in books. The Cincinnati women’s exhibition at the Philadelphia
Centennial offered fine examples of china painting. Still, the avail-
ability of techniques and materials to amateurs and especially the
fact that china painting was primarily a domestic activity should
not obscure its significance as a form of artistic expression. By
privileging both the fine arts of architecture, painting, and sculp-
ture and the lone professional artist-genius (who has full access to
centers of training), artistic ideology has biased our notions of
what constitutes art in favor of forms of creativity open primarily
to men.* The Aesthetic movement not only proselytized the im-~
portance and status of the decorative arts but also facilitated the
education of women. Yet its emphasis on domestic beauty tended,
at least in part, to reinforce the location of women’s work within
the lower status confines of the home in a world where the criteria
of success were still defined in terms of the male-dominated public
sphere.

The functioning of aesthetic ideology is illuminated by the ar-
tistic life of Celia Thaxter, and particularly by the simple ceramic
bowl of 1882 (F1G. 1.3) that she decorated with olive sprays and a
Greek inscription, one of her modest contributions to the Ameri-
can Aesthetic movement. Thaxter’s childhood and her summers as
an adult were spent on the Isles of Shoals, rock outcrops off the
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coast of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where her family estab-
lished Appledore House, a resort frequented by the Boston intel-
ligentsia and artistic elite.® Thaxter’s talents were notably literary.
She was a welcome member of Boston salons when she was in
town, and she was the lodestone who drew aesthetic guests to
Appledore. There she served as hostess, as well as promoter and
facilitator of the art of others, balancing her own artistic needs
against the pressure not only to care for but also to help support
her family financially, in an enlarged domestic sphere that included
the hotel.

‘Thaxter’s deepest creative springs flowed from her love of the
special combination of brutal winter-storm and delicate summer
flower that characterize the ecology of the Isles of Shoals. Her vi-
sion of the world was a tough-minded and precise version of truth
to nature—Ruskin tempered by a strong sense of Darwinian
struggle. Her religion was an equally tough-minded negotiation
between despair and hope, eventuating in a personal faith that de-
pended upon no sectarian allegiance, though it drew upon classical,
Christian, oriental, and Spiritualist sources in a way that was typ-
ical of the period. Her artistic task was to discover forms to give
shape to her vision, but since her writing paid little, she needed to
find other means of support.

In 1874 Thaxter turned to painting, copying from nature: “I
want to paint everything I see,” she wrote, “every leaf, stem, seed
vessel, grass blade, rush and reed and flower has new charms.”#®
The sustenance offered her by mimetic transformation of natural
fact into pictorial image she channeled practically into the making
of aesthetic commodities: as a painter of greeting cards for the
lithographer Louis Prang, of panels for Chinese screens, and of
decorative designs on china. Thaxter’s aesthetic vocabulary ex-
panded, and her productivity increased. In the winter of 1877,
while she tended her dying mother, she turned out 114 objects for
sale. The Appledore House clientele offered a market for her dec-
orative art, as did her wide circle of friends.*

For one group of works in 188182 Thaxter devised an orna-
mental motif of vividly rendered olive sprays (based on her 1880
visit to San Miniato in Florence) coupled with a three-line inscrip-
tion in Greek from Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus: “Watched by the
eye of olive-guarding Zeus and by gray-eyed Athena.”*® Her re-
peated use of this olive and inscription pattern suggests both that
Hellenism was commercially viable—she also used it for a Prang
greeting card—and that it tapped deeper personal needs, evoking
a classical world of ordered nature and, as expressed in the Sopho-
clean quotation, of the sanctification of natural space for Oedipus,
who dies during a moment of mystical transcendence beyond
earthly strife. _

Thaxter’s china painting thus became a language through which
one woman could give form to a life of struggling to meet the
demands of the domestic. The aesthetic act brought her meta-
physical despair under control and effected a reconciliation of the
classical, the natural, and the spiritual worlds—without the large-
scale public patronage, public space, public drama, and shared par-
ticipation in worship within a traditional creed, enacted within the
male-defined architecture of Trinity Church.

Trinity Church and Celia Thaxter’s decorative work—two in-
stances of the functioning of Aesthetic-movement ideas and edu-
cational patterns in New England—bracket the extremes of public
and private, of art for monumental and for domestic space, and of
the resources open to male and female creators and their audiences.
To see the dynamics of work and gender in their more complex
interaction, let us turn to another major center of aesthetic activity.

Work and Gender in the Queen City

Cincinnati, on the banks of the Ohio River, had been an urban
trade center since its founding at the turn of the nineteenth century.
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It was also the cultural, scientific, and publishing capital of the
Midwest, as well as a locus of reform activities. The new aesthetic
reform arrived early in Cincinnati in the person of three British
immigrants who had come there in the 1850s. HENRY LINDLEY FRY,
an intellectual disciple of Ruskin and Morris who had studied
under the Gothic-revivalist architects Pugin and George Gilbert
Scott (1811-1878), moved to Cincinnati with his son WiILLIAM
HENRY FRY. Both were wood carvers who received important early
decorative commissions. BENN PITMAN first came to Cincinnati to
lecture on phonography, the system of shorthand developed by his
brother Isaac that would have important consequences for wom-
en’s work in succeeding decades; but by the 1870s he, his first wife,
JANE BRAGG, and their daughter, AGNES, were also doing wood
carving. By 1872 Henry Fry was teaching a wood-carving class,
and shortly thereafter Pitman was giving instruction in design,
wood carving, and china painting at the University of Cincinnati
School of Design.

The story of Cincinnati wood carving and aesthetic ceramics
has been frequently told in recent years.* What is significant to the
present discussion are the factors that made possible Cincinnati’s
impressive production of notable artifacts. The Aesthetic move-
ment drew upon Cincinnati’s tradition of cultural patronage; art-
ists had gone there to study and had moved from that city through
the generosity of Nicholas Longworth, eccentric land developer
and horticulturist, and others to eastern art centers and abroad.* It
was Longworth’s son Joseph who offered Henry and William Fry
the opportunity to decorate his mansion, Rookwood. This act of
socially legitimizing the newest aesthetic trends was carried one
step farther in the Frys’ work on a house for Joseph’s daughter,
Maria Longworth Nichols, and her first husband, GEORGE WARD
NICHOLS, carried out from 1868 to 1872. George Nichols became a
collector and an author of books and articles. Maria, the illustrator
of her husband’s 1878 Pottery: How It Is Made, Its Shape and Deco-
ration (see FIG. 7.30), became an artist in ceramics and the founder
of the ROOKWOOD POTTERY.

Indeed to trace the network of relationships among patron and
artist, teacher and pupil, publicist and theorist and consumer is to
see the interconnectedness of Aesthetic-movement artistic produc-
tion and the tastes of Cincinnati’s manufacturing and professional
leadership. The claim was that such production would upgrade the
quality of manufactured goods generally in Cincinnati, and the
instruction in woodworking and ceramics offered both privately
and through the School of Design was available to all, male and
female, working class as well as social elite. Yet the evidence seems
clear that it was predominantly middle- and upper-class women
who were drawn to the new schools and workshops and that they
were not only the skilled producers of the decoration on chests and
beds and cabinets, on bowls and vases and plaques, but frequently
were also the consumers of their own work. The development of
the Rookwood Pottery, with its national and international market,
Is an exception to this pattern, and characteristically, when its
expansion occurred, men assumed the key roles as overseers of
production and sales."

Women’s creativity was expressed both in the range of artifacts
that they produced in aesthetic styles and in their experimentation
with techniques—the underglazes used by McLaughlin, for ex-
ample, or the bold patterning of decorative wood carving—as well
as in their powerful promotional efforts. The Women’s Art Mu-
seum Association, for instance, an outgrowth of the Cincinnati
Women’s Centennial Committee, spearheaded the drive for a city
art museum. '

The extraordinary creative outburst that Cincinnati made pos-
sible to women needs to be viewed in its complex ideological con-
text. The functioning of ideology in Cincinnati is exemplified by
one of the masterpieces of the Aesthetic movement in America: the
carved bedstead (FiGs. 1.4, 1.5) for the Pitman residence, displayed
at the Cincinnati Industrial Exhibition of 1883. Designed by Benn



Pitman; decorated with carving by ADELAIDE NOURSE (whom he
married in 1882) and with painted panels by her sister ELIZABETH
NOURSE; and constructed by an unnamed male joiner, it proclaims
visually their achievement in harmonizing the aesthetic teachings
of Ruskin, the ornamental principles of South Kensington, and the
American version of romantic naturalism as articulated by Ralph
Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), for whose writings Pitman had a
special affinity.

Stylistically, the larger forms of the bedstead are Gothic, with
two lancet panels framing a central trilobate arch, though the
bracketed upper range ‘with its classical balustrade, the modified
bits of egg molding over the lancets, and other details make clear
that this is “Modern Gothic,” not some archaeologically precise
copy of an earlier mode but a playful contemporary reinterpreta-
tion. The basic pattern of the headboard is distinctly ecclesiastical,
derived from church windows, but the forms have been recontex-
tualized, appropriated for secular domestic purposes. Instead of
offering the viewer hieratic images of saints (interestingly, the
Nourses were Roman Catholic), the “windows” open centrally to
the natural world with a burst of swallows, a crescent moon, a
flourish of hydrangeas, and the rather staid Gothic script reading
“Good night, good rest.” In the lancets are painted women’s heads
representing Night and Morning, surrounded by white azaleas and
balloon vines; the spandrels, the decorative bands on the head- and
the footboard, as well as the side panels incorporate recognizable
images of asters, water lilies, geraniums, gladiolus, acanthuses,
and maple and oak leaves. In this work the language of flowers
symbolically suggests the generative and transformative powers of
nature.

Many of the specific decorative patterns and forms of the
Pitman-Nourse bedstead echo the carvings and the painted panels
over fireplaces and on doorways in other rooms of the house (iLL.
1.3), so that one feels the unity of design. Without sacrificing en-
ergy and vitality, the “nature” of Ruskin has been drawn indoors
and domesticated through a careful balancing of deep and shallow
carving, of flat, painted surfaces sculpturally framed, and of Rus-
kinian naturalism combined with conventionalization of the type
endorsed by Jones and Dresser. This mediation of nature by aes-
thetic artifice is emphasized in the architectonic elements of the bed
and in the house itself; set upon a Cincinnati hill. Yet in a way that
would have pleased both Ruskin and Emerson, Pitman and the
Nourses have transformed the bed—an ultimate image of domes-
ticity and of interior rest, of a space apart from active life in the
world—into a quasi-religious celebration of natural life in its man-
ifold forms.

A comparison of the Pitman-Nourse bedstead with a pair of
illustrations from CLARENCE COOK’s popular book The House Beau-
tiful of 1878 (see F1G. 5.6) underlines the contrast between the will-
ful exuberance of the former and the restrained carving of the
middle-class ideal for which Cook was spokesman, with its em-
phasis on careful craftsmanship and simplicity of line and shape.
Cook’s plate 86 (FIG. 1.6), the caption of which proclaims, “A bed
is the most delightful retreat known to man,” shows a HERTER
BROTHERS bed in a richly patterned aesthetic context of wallpaper,
portiere, rug, parquet floor, and mirrored table. In gender terms
the interior depicted creates a hospitable aesthetic domestic corner,
away from and an implicit alternative to the man’s world of busi-
ness and commerce. The companion illustration in Cook’s publi-
cation, plate 85 (FIG. 1.7), makes explicit the gender contrast. The
lounging figure of a young woman is at once both sensuously
available and innocently childlike. The image tantalizes and for-
bids, as the woman petulantly insists upon withdrawing again into
sleep.

The Pitman-Nourse bedstead clearly defies such stereotyping.
Its bold generative message is apparent, and its achievement a com-
plex one that reconciles the conflicting and sometimes even con-
tradictory values of the Aesthetic movement. As an artifact

displayed in an urban industrial exhibition, it argued for nature and
handicraft. To the business and commercial world, it presented the
staunchly playful domesticity of the Pitman home. As the joint
product of male and female labor, it redefined conventional work
roles, though only in part. The Nourses had been a well-to-do
family who had fallen upon hard times economically, and the ar-
tistic training of Adelaide and Elizabeth under Pitman and others
was by no means an expression of genteel leisure but rather of a
need for a financially supportive career. Adelaide “solved” her di-
lemma through marriage to Pitman. Elizabeth rejected both the
search for a marriage partner and the opportunity to teach drawing
in Cincinnati to pursue the difficult path of the woman painter; in
1887 she went to France to study and live.®? In this sense the bed
represents the possibility afforded to middle-class women of strait-
ened circumstances that Purnell had noted in the London Art Jour-
nal in 1861 and that Calista Halsey repeated in her New York Art
Amateur article on wood carving in 1879: that the hope of that art
“or any other branch of artistic handwork” lay in its capacity to
reach “the vast number of women who occupy the debatable Jand
between housework and teaching, who will not do the one and
who cannot do the other.” For this group, said Halscy, aesthetic
acuvity was “the ideal work.”

Benn Pitman’s attitude toward women’s work was ambivalent.
While training, guiding, and cooperatively working with them in
the decorative arts, he was also to some degrec supervising the
segregation of specific tasks by gender. A work like the bedstead
discussed above was usually made by a male joiner from Pitman’s
designs, then “deconstructed” into its separate parts for decoration
by the women artists, before being reassembled by the male joiner.
Toward the end of his career, in a New Year’s editorial in the Cin-
cinnati Post in 1892, Pitman regretted his earlier formulation—“Let
men construct and women decorate”—declaring, “How foolish! I
now say let women construct or decorate or do anything else ac-
cording to their ability or inclination,” for after half a century as
an art educator “it is with humiliation, I confess, that it has only
been of late years I have seen the absurdity and injustice of any
general discrimination against women.”>*

But the gender dynamics of Cincinnati and perhaps of the Aes-
thetic movement in America more generally incorporate both
points of view. Pitman’s ideology and that of his Cincinnati col-
leagues illuminate the double nature of women’s achievement. On
the one hand, through Pitman’s and the Frys’ teachings, by being
trained and encouraged to see the creative potential of woodwork-
ing and other art forms, and through acting collaboratively on a
multitude of projects (from a single table or cabinet to the scheme
for the Pitman house or the huge organ for the Cincinnati Music
Hall), women were empowered to express themselves, singly and
collectively, as the decorators of objects rather than as the decora-
tive objects in their husbands’ homes. On the other hand, the ob-
jects they produced were by and large for domestic purposes, not
unlike the quilts and braided rugs, mourning pictures and water-
colors that women had done for at least a century. As such their
work tended to reinforce the circumscription of their lives within
the domestic sphere, not only in practice but in theory as well.

Pitman’s younger colleague William Henry Fry, in an 1897 essay
on wood carving, argued in modified Ruskinian cadences for the
adaptation of natural forms. Fry spoke of the medieval stone carver
at work on the tomb of the “chiselled warrior,”% before turning to
the possibilities of contemporary art, “the newer dispensation, the
Renaisance [sic] of the New World.” In a key passage, he moved
from nature to women:

The flowers of the field, the waving palm, the wondrous
birds, the ever-delightful tracery of branch and leaf; these
become themes to be woven by our subtle imagination,
to decorate and beautify. The expression, the charm, the
molding of these by ideal conception comes intuitively to
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Above: F16. 1.5 Detail of bedstead (F1G. 1.4)

Opposite: FIG. 1.4 Bedstead. Designed by Benn
Pitman, carved by Adelaide Nourse Pitman,
panels painted by Elizabeth Nourse, Cincinnati,
ca. 1883. Mahogany, h. 9 ft. 2 in. (2.79 m), w. 3
ft. 7in. (1.09 m), L. 7 ft. (2.13 m). Collection of
Mrs. Casper Heeg Hamilton

L. 1.3 Carved decoration, Pitman house, Cin-
cinnati. Designed by Benn Pitman, carved by
his students, ca. 1883—90

the American woman. The nature endowed aptitude of
most women makes them the ready exponents of the
creed-beautiful, placing their loving labor upon the high
plané that what is worth doing should be done the very
best we have the power to do. And I draw my conclusions
from actual experience, that decoration—the study of
good lines—is essentially womanly work. All that is
beautiful, all that is true in art, appeals to her very
nature.*®

The passage makes clear that Fry’s praise of women’s art flowed
from his love of nature. As a teacher for many years, as Pitman’s
successor in 1893 as head of the wood-carving department at the
Art Academy of Cincinnati (formerly the University of Cincinnati
School of Design), and as father of the leading wood carver LAURA
FRY, he knew and clearly respected the work that Cincinnati
women had produced. Yet the effect of his praise, while it men-
tioned the need for “loving labor”—no achievement in America
was without effort—still defined women’s work as a kind of nat-
ural fulfillment. By stressing the relation between aesthetic work
and the emotional life of its maker in an object destined for the
home rather than an impersonal market, Fry’s argument locates
women’s labor as “unalienated,” in Marx’s language, and thus is an
implicit critique of capitalist modes of production.

In gender terms, however, men for Fry remained the “construc-
tors” of American society, as in past societies they had been the
soldiers, the chiselled warriors whose death the male artist com-
memorated. If women, by contrast, were associated with natural
processes and with growth, they were only acting out their sup-
posedly inherent proclivities. On some fundamental level, while
praising the aesthetic achievement of the Cincinnati wood carvers,
Fry, like male colleagues elsewhere, was arguing that women’s
biology was their destiny. This is the mixed legacy of the Acsthetic
movement in Cincinnati and in the United States generally in this
period: it empowered women to create beautiful work, expressed
in a range of forms and media, while at the same time preserving
and reinforcing the dominant ideology of separate male and female
spheres.

Artifact as Ideology 35



FIG. 1.6 “A Bed Is the Most Delightful Retreat Known to

Man.” Designed and drawn by Alexandre Sandier, Herter
Brothers, New York. Clarence Cook, The House Beautiful
(New York, 1878). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Met-

ropolitan’Museum of Art

The production and consumption of most Cincinnati aesthetic
articles, before the Rookwood workshop was fully expanded, was
the responsibility of a limited but extraordinarily dedicated group
of women and men among the city’s cultural and social elite. The
local papers were, on the whole, strongly supportive of aesthetic
activity. Local pride was enhanced by recognition of Cincinnati-
made objects not only by the city’s own publicists but also by
national reviewers and through the exhibition of Cincinnati work
at international fairs from Philadelphia in 1876 to others in Boston,
Atlanta, Chicago, and elsewhere.

Occasionally an unfavorable note was sounded. The Cincinnati
Engquirer in 1876 published criticism written by Judge Stallo, one
of the University of Cincinnati’s trustees, of the Cincinnati Room
in the Women’s Pavilion at the Philadelphia Centennial. According
to Stallo, art education had not reached the working class, whom
educators claimed they wished to serve, and the School of Design
was “run for the accommodation of ladies, mostly the wives and
daughters of our wealthy citizens, who go into rhapsodies over the
‘Antique.”” Pitman, in contrast, believed that the decorative arts
appealed “to people of average culture,” whereas painting and
sculpture were “as yet, for the rich; they mainly affect the favored
few.”s

Yet it was Pitman himself, in 189091 in the last of a course of
decorative-arts lectures he delivered in Cincinnati at the Art Acad-
emy, who ultimately challenged the underlying premises of
laissez-faire capitalist ideology as destructive to the growth of
American art. The lectures were published as a pamphlet, and Pit-
man’s decorative design for the cover (ILL. I.4) was emblematic of
his point of view. Stylized leaves and flowers encircled the title:
American Art—Its Future Dependent on Improved Social Conditions.
Around the leaves on the right-hand border curls a scroll with the
names Plato, Ruskin, Bellamy, Gronlund, and Morris. Hellenic
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idealism, Ruskin’s indictment of commercial society, and Morris’s
extension of Ruskin toward socialism were now linked with two
Americans: Edward Bellamy (1850-1898), whose utopian critique
of contemporary society, the immensely popular Looking Backward
(1888), had spawned Nationalist clubs around the country, and
Laurence Gronlund (1846-1899), whose Co-operative Common-
wealth (1884) drew more directly on Marx’s ideas. Together the
five frame Pitman’s forthright attack on the inequalities of Amer-
ican life, the polarization of rich and poor, and his call for a breakup
of the trusts and a nationalization of large-scale industry and util-
ities. In earlier ages, kings, priests, and nobles may have supported
the arts, but, wrote Pitman,

Such patronage exists for art workers no longer. Our
modern oligarchy of wealth have neither inclination nor
culture to encourage art, that is worthy of the name. Their
means and energies are, for the most part, expended on
finery that is wasteful, or frivolity that is sensuous and
demoralizing. Art patronage and appreciation, in the fu-
ture, must come from the general enlightenment and cul-
ture of the people, and I see no reason why we should not
rejoice at the thought.s®

Pitman recovered for his 1890s audience the radical reformist core
of the Aesthetic movement, and if he unflinchingly asserted the
necessity for social and economic changes as the basis for the
growth of art, like Gronlund and the Bellamy Nationalists he
seemed confident that this could be achieved through some
vaguely benign process that would avoid outright class warfare or
revolution. The social and ethical foundations of art must be
reaffirmed, Pitman believed, with decorative concepts based on the
reconstruction of a healthy society. The significance of Pitman’s
position in an evaluation of the Aesthetic movement in the United
States can only be fully measured in the context of New York City.

Artistic Association

and Class Conﬁict in New York City

For all the variety of achievement in New England in general and
in Boston as the hub of regional artistic activity, or the special

FIG. 1.7 “You Have Waked Me Too Soon, I Must Slumber Again.”
Drawn by Alexandre Sandier. Bedstead designed by John Miller, made
by Matthias Miller, New York. Clarence Cook, The House Beautiful
(New York, 1878). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art



ILL. 1.4 American Art—Its Future Dependent on Improved Social Conditions
(Cincinnati, 1891). Benn Pitman. Cincinnati Historical Society, Gift of
Melrose Pitman, 1970

contributions of Cincinnati and other cities, New York was clearly
the aesthetic capital of the nation, as it was the nation’s commercial
and financial center. Both the old wealth and the new gravitated to
New York as the great emporium where the latest goods could be
purchased. Consequently it became the home of those whose great
fortunes may have been made in land or transportation or steel but
were maintained by the business of Wall Street: The majority
of residences described in the lavish volumes of Artistic Houses
(1883—84) were in New York City, and New York was likewise
the location of the leading design firms that helped to shape
aesthetic-style taste in the homes and clubs of the Vanderbilts,
Havemeyers, Morgans, Villards, and others. Such families were
among the great collectors of objects of art, accumulating works
for their own homes and taking part in the organization and ben-
efaction of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, founded in 1870.
The merchandising and display of the large New York dry-
goods stores made an international array of aesthetic artifacts avail-
able to a broad, middle-class public.®? Periodicals of national cir-
culation, like Scribner’s Monthly—Ilater Century Illustrated Monthly
Magazine, under the editorship of RICHARD WATSON GILDER, poet
and husband of the artist HELENA DE KAY—communicated the lat-
est aesthetic news, such as Clarence Cook’s essays on furniture,
with their practical hints on where artistic products could be

bought.® The artists to serve this public were numerous in New
York City. They were drawn there by opportunities for study and
exhibition not only at the long-established, conservative National
Academy of Design (founded in 1826), but also at the Cooper
Union for the Advancement of Science and Art (1859), which had
a School of Design for Women, the Art Students League (1875),
the Society of American Artists (1877), the Society of Decorative
Art (1877), and the Metropolitan Museum Art School (1880). Art-
oriented social clubs like the Century, the Lotos, and the Grolier
brought artists, writers, and potential patrons together, and places
like the Tenth Street Studio Building continued to provide forums
for artistic exchange. In the late 1850s the Tenth Street Studio
Building had been a meeting place for landscape and genre paint-
ers. In the early 1860s John La Farge shared with colleagues there
his interest in Japanese prints. By 1878 wiLLIAM MERRITT CHASE had
taken over its exhibition space as his aesthetic-style studio.®

New York City’s rich resources for artistic communication and
collaboration highlight a critical quality of the Aesthetic movement
more generally: that works of art, from design to execution, were
most frequently the result of many hands, the product of Asso-
CIATED ARTISTS, TIFFANY AND COMPANY, or Herter Brothers in
New York, for example, the Rookwood Pottery in Cincinnati, or
Louis Prang in Boston. Trinity Church in Boston, the most mon-
umental joint effort, represented one extreme; the Tile Club in
New York, a social gathering of painters and writers on ceramics
holiday, the other; and in between existed a range of relationships,
with the interior designer—a single figure or a firm—presiding
over an entire undertaking. The early nineteenth-century romantic
image of the artist as lone genius in an anti-poetic, hostile universe
has had considerable staying power, but the Aesthetic movement
made clear that this was a myth, strengthened the sense of artistic
community, and moved the male—and to some degree the fe-
male—artist from a position of marginality to a more central status
as designer, if not arbiter, of social space, whose task was to trans-
form his or her Philistine clients into lovers of beauty.

William Merritt Chase was the archetypal male artist in this
period: a debonair public personality, a painter and teacher, a main-
stay of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, and a member of the
best clubs who could hobnob with his wealthy clientele, as could
John Singer Sargent (1856-1925) or Stanford White (1853-1906)
Or AUGUSTUS SAINT-GAUDENS. Painters like wiINSLOW HOMER and
especially Albert Pinkham Ryder (1847-1917), whom we tend to
mythologize as loners or romantic hermits, are surprisingly social
in the context of the Aesthetic movement.

Among the women artists in New York during this cra the key
figure was Candace Wheeler. She was taught the houschold arts of
spinning, weaving, and knitting as a child in rural, upstate New
York. After her marriage in 1844, she and her husband, Thomas,
entertained such artists as Frederic E. Church, Eastman Johnson
(1824-1906), and Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902). Wheeler studied
painting in Europe in the 1860s, but it was the South Kensington
displays at the Philadelphia Centennial that galvanized and focused
her energies to organize the Society of Decorative Art in New
York, modeled on London’s Royal Society of Art Needlework.
Her activities in subsequent years included collaborative endeavors
as the textile designer on decorative projects such as the Mark
Twain house in Hartford, Connecticut, the Seventh Regiment Ar-
mory in New York, and that greatest of American residences, the
White House; work with exclusively female organizations to stim-
ulate women’s opportunities in the arts and crafts; and a steady
outpouring of articles, pamphlets, and books on decorative sub-
jects, which were forthright in their advocacy both of aesthetic
tenets—the primacy of color as a harmonizing element in design,
for example—and of the critical role of women as active shapers
of their own environment.%

For aspiring professional women Wheeler offered a model of
the active public life. For women more generally, her writings en-
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couraged the belief that guiding principles for the decoration of the
household interior and the garden were not arcane mysteries, but
could be understood and implemented by the layperson. Wheeler’s
underlying assumption was that if the middle-class woman’s life
revolved around the home, she needed to control that space aes-
thetically, accommodating it to her own needs and the needs of her
family and transforming the wealth of the family, whether great
or modest, into beauty.*

New York in the 1870s and 1880s was the primary aesthetic
meeting ground for artists and patrons. But it was also a city teem-
ing with the “huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” who had
come through Castle Garden in immense numbers and whose pov-
erty was visually evident if one stepped beyond the thresholds of
the “artistic houses.” Perhaps nowhere are the dynamics of New
York aesthetic culture and its relationship to the larger social forces
at work in the 1880s examined more astutely than in the self-
consciously realist fiction of William Dean Howells. An Ohioan
who had become in the 1870s and 1880s a critical spokesman for
Boston as novelist and as editor of the Atlantic Monthly, Howells
moved to New York in 1889 and used his experiences as the inspi-
ration for his finest novel, A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890). The
autobiographically based Basil March takes his family from Bos-
ton, with its Brahmin values, to New York to become editor of an
aesthetic periodical underwritten by one Jacob Dryfoos, an Ohio
farmer who in the urban environment has been isolated from his
rural roots.* Dryfoos’s fortune in natural gas has led him to the
great national entrep6t so that he might become more directly in-
volved in finance on Wall Street.

Howells is fully the urban novelist in A Hazard of New Fortunes,
juxtaposing various character types to dramatize the social and aes-
thetic alternatives of life in New York in 1890. Dryfoos searches,
for instance, for a “place” for his children in the city. Of symbolic
importance, his son, Conrad, who longs for a career in the min-
istry to help the poor, is instead made the business manager of
March’s aesthetic periodical. Dryfoos’s daughters are ensconced in
a marble palace of lavish (but dubious) taste to qualify them for
the marriage market. Howells permits the reader to share the other
charactérs’ judgments of the Philistinism of the Dryfooses by cre-
ating a full range of aesthetic possibilities. In contrast to the Dry-
fooses, for example, Howells depicts both the elitist Mrs. Horn
and her niece Margaret Vance and the morally empty aestheticism
of the artists and writers who frequent her salons, including young
Beaton, the son of a stone carver (a Ruskinian-style artisan). Bea-
ton’s studio in New York is described in terms that suggest an
impoverished version of the Tenth Street studio of William Merritt
Chase. Howells reels off the canonical list of the mixed decor of its
aesthetic style: a vaulted ceiling, casts, prints and sketches, “a strip
of some faded mediaeval silk,” a Japanese kimono and other cos-
tumes, ‘rugs and skins. “These features,” observes Howells, “one
might notice anywhere.”®

As the central consciousness of the novel, March tries to main-
tain his balance between the extremes of culture that New York
presents. His hunt for an apartment involves classic descriptions of
the middle-class options, which Clarence Cook’s articles were
trying to improve, and despite March’s protest that the New York
flat 1s spaually and socially the denial of the family ideal, the
Marches do settle into an aesthetic interior, filled with “gim-
crackery.”

. Howells’s brilliant ironic perspective on March recognizes the
dilemma of an intellectual who uses a magazine to convey an aes-
thetic vision that is neither Philistinism nor amorality. When
March and his wife enter Grace Church, they are responding in a
sense to the issue raised by Adams in Esther: they have come, says
March, not for religious reasons but “to gratify an aesthetic sense,
to renew the faded pleasure of travel for 2 moment, to get back
mnto the Europe of our youth. It was a purely pagan impulse.”¢
Further, March tries to find the picturesqueness of poverty, and he
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is repelled by the embittered anticapitalism of his old German
teacher Lindau (whose rhetoric in attacking the system, according
to March, sounds like Ruskin).®

A street-railway strike (based upon an actual incident of the
1880s) shatters the precarious equilibrium of March’s aesthetic po-
sition, and though at the end he retains a shaky grip on his moral
balance as well as on his periodical, it is not without Howells’s—
and the reader’s—recognition of the social costs of such an achieve-
ment: the martyrdom of young Conrad Dryfoos, minister
manqué, by an accidental shot during the strike and the conse-
quential death of the principled radical Lindau; the emotional col-
lapse of the elder Dryfoos, who takes his daughters to Europe; and
the decision of Margaret Vance to become an Episcopalian nun and
devote her life to the poor.

Howells is unwilling (or unable) in this novel to create social
order and to regulate class conflict through the common strategy
of marrying heroes to heroines. The one marriage that does take
place in the course of the book involves Fulkerson, March’s adver-
tising manager, who makes clear that the New York culture being
explored by Howells is dependent upon marketing and consump-
tion—in this case, of an aesthetic magazine. The most eligible
young woman in the novel, the artist-illustrator Alma Leighton,
renounces love and marriage and rescues the aesthetic as a viable
alternative, rather than merely as an escape from moral and social
commitment.

The overriding importance of A Hazard of New Fortunes to the
present discussion lies in the way in which Howells contextualizes
the Aesthetic movement in New York. “There’s only one city that
belongs to the whole country, and that’s New York,”% comments
Fulkerson, and indeed the novel vividly dramatizes how a wide
pool of available resources——Dryfoos’s money, Fulkerson’s mar-
keting genius, and March’s intellectual and editorial skills—is mar-
shaled for aesthetic purposes. For the artists and writers in the
book, New York serves not only as a place for study. It also offers
a national market for creative talent, which means an aesthetic
profession for a woman like Alma as well.

March’s quandaries as an editor are those raised by the Aesthetic
movement: Is it possible to be both aesthetically and socially re-
sponsible? s art the captive of its capitalist financier, the luxury
expenditure of the wealthy? Can art avoid both overt moralizing
and social crusading without ignoring “how the other half lives”?
(The social reformer Jacob Riis’s famous exposé of New York pov-
erty of that title was published in the same year as Howells’s novel.)
And 1s the pursuit of the aesthetic dependent upon the egoism of
the artist and the callousness of an audience who insulate them-
selves in their “artistic houses,” at least until a major calamity trag-
ically breaks the spell? Howells offers his reader no solutions to the
questions he poses. Though a lover of beauty and a sometime Rus-
kinian, as a realist his goal was to depict the problems of ordinary
life, rather than to tie up plots with “happy endings.” Howells had
no clear answers, but it is the strength of A Hazard of New Fortunes
that its vision, honest and precise, renders the unresolved ideolog-
ical issues of the Aesthetic movement as they presented themselves
in the nation’s aesthetic capital.”

Aesthetic St)/]e:
The Design gp Social Space

The ideological concerns voiced in Howells’s Hazard of New For-
tunes and in Benn Pitman’s lectures of 189o—91—regarding social
preconditions for art in the United States and related issues about
women’s work as both empowering and imprisoning—were a fun-
damental challenge to the Aesthetic movement in America and
contributed to its transformation in the 189os and thereafter. But
before turning finally to that shift we need to capture the move-



ment in its greatest strength, which was to make accessible to art-
ist and audience, aesthetic producer and consumer, a range of
artifacts drawn from an international inventory.

In both theory and practice, the Aesthetic movement declared
its freedom from the limitations of style as a historically embedded
form of expression, the necessary language of a particular time or
place. Sometimes wary, sometimes downright hostile toward nar-
rative or associative values and iconographic intent in the name of
universal notions of beauty, the Aesthetic movement set about de-
constructing the unified artistic vision of earlier eras to make the
art of the world more widely available, an aim facilitated by the
international marketplace. The late 1860s, the 1870s, and the 1880s
saw the founding of great major urban museums: the Metropolitan
in New York, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the Corcoran
Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., the Philadelphia Museum of
Art, the Cincinnati Art Museum, and the Detroit Institute of Arts.
These public institutions became great storehouses for the art of
the world. American artlost its privileged position among patrons,
and even though some rhetoric was expended on the special value
and opportunities of the American experience, on the whole
American products—wallpapers as well as landscape paintings,
Rookwood pottery as well as Mission furniture—had to compete
with foreign goods for aesthetic preeminence.

Particular period styles had their advocates and practitioners,
and some collectors specialized in medieval manuscripts, Greek
vases, Japanese screens or porcelains, even early American furni-
ture. A William H. Vanderbilt (1821-1885) might designate one
space in his New York City mansion a “Japanese” parlor, and a
Henry Osborne Havemeyer (1847-1907) might combine Japanese
objects with compatible contemporary Western paintings. But the
Aesthetic movement had redefined the significance and decorative
uses of style.

By liberating the artist, the decorator, the collector, and the
perceiver more generally from a responsibility to the historical past
and geographically distant cultures, by making artifacts available
as individually beautiful objects for home consumption, the Aes-
thetic movement made possible a kind of creative play with form
and color and texture that helped to revolutionize our ways of
seeing and knowing. It focused attention on harmony and sym-
metry (or Japanesque asymmetry) and on arresting juxtapositions
of works from different worlds, creating cumulative effects for the
sake of sensuous and formal enjoyment and stressing the visual
composition as a whole. The demands of narrative, associative, or
symbolic meaning and the carlier belief that art was the servant of
some extrinsic purpose were exchanged, at least in theory, for the
pleasures of art for art’s sake.

By concentrating on the supposedly intrinsic qualities of the
visual and its compositional values rather than its referential func-
tions, the Aesthetic movement takes us part way toward modern-
ism. Early twentieth-century artists explored the dissolution not
only of history, narrative, and the illusionist ideal but also of ob-
jects themselves; thus the African “primitive” tribal mask became
a French pictorial or sculptural design, or objects fragmented in a
continuous cubist present or recombined in a fully nonobjective
absolute vision. The avant-garde of modernism created a rift be-
tween the public at large and an elite audience of collectors and the
critics, dealers, and museums who catered to their taste.”” Despite
the Aesthetic movement’s concern with the language of art and the
grammar of ornament, it was by no means ready to effect mod-
ernism’s extreme ruptures with the past and with the observable
world. Though some spokesmen for art for art’s sake scorned the
Philistine public, in general the aim of the Aesthetic movement’s
chief apologists—though not always their achievement—was to
reach a wide audience. Nevertheless, the overwhelming stress on
visual values during the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s can be seen, ret-
rospectively at least, as a significant step in the development of the
formalist discourse of the twentieth century.

In its own terms, however, the special challenge of the Aesthetic
movement lay in the sensitive arrangement of beautiful objects
within the domestic interior to arrive at an overall harmony. Thus
Clarence Cook, in The House Beautiful, could isolate the Moorish
gun rack from a French Salon painting by Regnault, The Guardian
of the Harem, refer to the rack as “a bit of Regnault,” and suggest
it as “a most convenient hat and umbrella rack for an entry hall;
and though its pleasantest use would be to support some choice
arms on the rack, and vases, or casts, on the shelves,” what was
essential was “to get a little more color and cheerfulness into our
rooms.”” And fifteen years later, in 1893, Candace Whecler em-
phasized that color “is the primary factor of beauty,” that the key
to a successful domestic interior may be found in “the principle of
appropriateness, and the intelligent and instructive use of color.””
A decade afterward, she claimed that to assist the amateur, one
must teach her “the science of beauty, . . . how to make the inte-
rior aspect of her home perfect in its adaptation to her circum-
stances, and as harmonious in colour and arrangement as a song
without words”—that is, without a controlling associative con-
text. Wheeler insisted that design must be “appropriate” to the
situation of women, and by 1903 she was pleased to note women’s
entry into politics, philanthropic work, and a variety of socially
useful activities. When it came to aesthetic work within the do-
mestic sphere, however, she was convinced of the abstract prin-
ciples that women must learn: “laws of compensation and relation,
which belong exclusively to the world of colour, and [though] un-
fortunately they are not so well formulated that they can be com-
mitted to memory like rules of grammar; yet all good colour-
practice rests upon them as unquestionably as language rests upon
grammatical construction.”” Wheeler’s own language suggests
how well she had learned the lessons of Owen Jones and Christo-
pher Dresser.

Aesthetic style had been effectively redefined as the interna-
tional reorganization of artifacts in the American present for the
delight of the beholder, lifting him or her to the contemplation of
the beautiful. It is most clearly seen on the grand scale of Olana,
Trinity Church, the William H. Vanderbilt mansion, the Seventh

‘Regiment Armory, or the White House. These are the sites that

challenged the energies of the most skillful professional decorators
of the period and set the standard for what Thorstein Veblen called
“emulation.” The objects created for such places have been, on the
whole, those recorded and preserved by later collectors and by
museums that have recognized their value.

Our concern at this point is less with the individual decorative
achievements, the masterpieces of the Aesthetic movement, than
with understanding the process of redefinition, in theory and prac-
tice, and the social implications of that process. To observe this in
the artifactual evidence, we may turn to the painters of the period,
whose works educated Americans in the aesthetic vision. Paintings
became sites, as it were, on which were enacted the redefinition of
style—the appropriation of cultures of the past and their transfor-
mation into new expressions of “American” art. As such they ac-
tively participated in the redesigning of social space to meet the
needs of a rising generation of art lovers.

The shift in attitude can be seen in a comparison of the paintings
of EDWARD LAMSON HENRY and William Merritt Chase. Henry’s
Old Clock on the Stairs (F16. 1.8), dated 1868, was in fact exhibited
the year before at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, in
1869 at the National Academy of Design, and again at the Phila-
delphia Centennial in 1876. The painting was “made from nature,”
according to Henry, at the late eighteenth-century Spruce Street
home of William Kulp, a Philadelphia antiquarian with whom he
was to be involved in various projects for the architectural preser-
vation of residences and public buildings (including Independence
Hall). The vision of the work is nostalgic and retrospective, a me-
ticulous record of the past and of classical order. The primary focus
of the painting is the old clock, a symbol of past time, at the top
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of the stairs on the left. On the right the space is deeper, more
constricted, leading to an elderly woman reading a newspaper in
her sunlit back parlor. In temporal and spatial terms the aged figure
represents a midpoint between the viewer in the present and the
carefully defined classical stability of a bygone era that is “revolu-
tionary” only in the chronological sense. One of many such images
by Henry, this work is an antiquarian gesture, a quaint act of
revivalism.”

A contrasting strategy, involving an aesthetic reorganization of
the present, appears in the many versions that Chase painted of his
Tenth Street studio, in the same building in which Henry had
worked for more than twenty years.” Chase’s sense of both time
and pictorial space is entirely different from Henry’s. In the Studio
of about 1880 (FIG. 1.9) shows paintings, ceramics, textiles, an ori-
ental rug, Japanese fans, and a Renaissance credenza filled with
objets d’art—all artifacts that are included as color and tonal notes
and as textural juxtapositions contributing to the elegance, sophis-
tication, and artifice of the arranged decor. Though the objects
displayed in Chase’s studio were drawn from cultures East and
West, past and present, in.the picture they function as parts of a
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FIG. 1.8 Old Clock on the Stairs. Edward Lamson
Henry, 1868. Oil on canvas, 20% X 16%21n.
(52.7 X 41.9 cm). Signed: E L Henry. /
mpcccrxvil. Shelburne Museum, Inc., Vt.
(27.1.67)

visual ensemble, rather than as a coherent iconographic program.
The viewer’s eye is led into the open space, across the rug to a
young woman (in old-fashioned costume) who looks at art. Her
youthful beauty plays off against the centrally placed print of Malle
Babbe, the mad old crone painted by Chase’s most revered master,
Frans Hals; the females are framed by the males, in portrait and
sculptural head; the dark landscape painting is located between the
palm in its elegant bowl and the fresh bouquets on the credenza,
the dark sculptured forms of which are in turn balanced by the
sheen of the gold silk hanging—the possibilities for aesthetic play
are almost endless. Whereas Old Clock on the Stairs at once distances
the viewer by insisting upon the pastness of the past and allows the
viewer to step across the threshold into memory, In the Studio dis-
solves the complex pattern of historical styles of time and place
into a present visual order on the surface of the canvas and empha-
sizes the artifice of the conjunction of such disparate objects. The
luxuriousness of the space and the pleasure the viewer derives from
the painting prepare him or her to be a connoisseur of art for art’s
sake as a formal experience.

Chase’s studio was itself designed as a work of art in the new



style, a familiar gathering place for the aesthetic entertainment of
artist and patron as well as Chase’s students, who made their own
versions of its interior.”” The technical skill and bravura of Chase
and his students should not divert us from the significance of their
achievement: the deconstruction of the associative process, the loss
of a strong sense of the iconographic value and the symbolic im-
port of the individual artifacts depicted, and their resolution into
pattern and style, a visual harmony that sacrifices particular origins
to the grand cadence of Art. The Aesthetic movement proclaims
the artistic vitality of the present as the transformer of near and far.

The process so evident in the Chase studio portraits, as well as
in other paintings by this consummate artist in the aesthetic style,
had begun some two decades before, in Whistler’s art of the 1860s.
Purple and Rose: The Lange Leizen of the Six Marks (1864, see
FIG. 9.14) is an carly instance of the new accommodation between
East and West, between the Japanese style and the Western model,
which Chase would utilize in a number of works in the 1880s.7®
The Lange Leizen and its progeny all employ Japanese decor—ki-
monos, screens and textiles, books and prints, bowls and vases—
but Whistler’s central female figure here is in no sense Japanese.
She is at once the Western artist-decorator who in pose mimics the
“long ladies” on the jar she is contemplating and the device
through which the viewer also removes him- or herselfin contem-
plating the picture as aesthetic object.” The aesthetic unity of the
scheme militates against an intellectual response; yet there is an
intellectual problem in the disjunction between the perceiver and
the art and style being perceived. The woman provides the viewer
with access to an exotic culture, but she is depersonalized in the
process, serving as a mannequin for the display of the style of an-
other time and place. Because she is herself not part of that time
and place but an outsider, an actress playing a role in a dress-up
costume, she i1s emotionally stripped, object-ified, detontextual-
ized. Art drives a wedge between the viewer and the woman’s iden-
tity as a person.®

This dynamic is evident even in the seascape painting of Wins-
low Homer, who though seemingly peripheral to the Aesthetic
movement moved in these years toward the same kind of aesthetic
objectification. His 1880 Promenade on the Beach (Fi1G. 1.10) shows
two young women, one with floral gown and Japanese fan, in a
stylized pose on the edge of a sea rendered as flat pattern. Homer
had been depicting women at the seashore for twenty-five years in
a variety of media and narrative situations: frolicking at Newport,
Rhode Island; emerging from bathing at high tide; as lone figures
on the beach at Marshfield, Massachusetts; or seated in the moon-
light with a fan and a male companion.® In the late 1870s Homer
experimented with informally posing a pair of women in the same
stark setting as Promenade in both an oil sketch (Private collection)
and a set of fireplace tiles (1878; Private collection). In 1880 he
completed a small, stylized ceramic tile, Woman on a Beach (Addi-
son Gallery of American Art, Andover, Mass.), which incorpo-
rates a Japanese fan and a verbal inscription, and the large oil
Promenade, a Whistlerian harmony in blue and beige in which the
abstract organization of the canvas, rather than some narrative or
genre situation, controls the vision.®

It is not merely that Homer had learned from Japanese prints
how to strengthen in Promenade the formal composition and design
of his material, although there is ample evidence of this.® Rather,
at this crucial “aesthetic moment” in Homer’s career, following
years of specifically American genre work often with a strong im-
plicit narrative content, style as the abstract organizer of material
from various cultures triumphs over the female subject, deperson-
alizing her and distancing the viewer, frustrating the search for
some cultural meaning and resolving the experience of the picture
only in aesthetic terms. That Homer in the immediately succeed-
ing years, during his residence in the North Sea fishing community
of Cullercoats, England, and thereafter on the Maine coast, would
rediscover his subject as the stark conflict of natural forces is well

known. But it i1s his participation and sharing mn the strategies
of the Aesthetic movement that is important to the present
discussion.

A similar process of dislocation and objectification is apparent
in the glowing stained-glass idealized figures of John La Farge and
in a stylized classical allegory such as The Days (1887, scc FIGS.
9.18, 9.19) by THOMAS WILMER DEWING. One can see it also in the
lounging figures in a landscape, gathered around an oversized ce-
ramic fountain, in WILL H. LOW’s four painted panels for an ebon-
ized cherry cabinet (1882, FG. 1.11), with its contrasting floral
panels above—a striking Hellenistic alternative to the Modern
Gothic version in the Pitman-Nourse bedstead (sec F1GS. 1.4, 1.5),
with its inset painted allegorical heads by Elizabeth Nourse.

The placement of women in relation to such self-conscious ar-
tistic style is equally apparent in two portraits of women artists.

‘The subject of one, Chase’s Portrait of Miss Dora Wheeler (1883, see

FIG. 9.15), is the artist-designer daughter of Candace Wheeler, and
the work establishes a tension between the formal orders of art and
the personality of the sitter. Chase boldly emphasizes the reflective
gold tones of the tapestry hanging and the daffodils (a play of art
and nature) as well as the curves of the vase and the taboret; he
contrasts these with the darker absorbent blues of Wheeler’s dress
and the rigid turned chair in which she. sits, staring out at the
viewer. Reversing the usual convention of the recessive back-
ground highlighting the figural subject, Chase makes Wheeler and
the aesthetic artifacts with which-she was creatively involved as
designer equally the pictorial focus, in a delicate stylistic balance
of human and artistic values.®

Perhaps the most profound and poignant treatment of- this
theme, wherein the relationship between the woman artist and the
aesthetic opportunities of the period becomes part of the dynamics
of picture making, appears in Thomas Eakins’s (1844-1916) Artist’s
Wife and His Setter Doy (1884—88, ILL. I1.5), probably begun the
year after Chase’s Dora Wheeler was completed.®. In this work the
painter’s wife, who was also his former student and fellow artist,
1s surrounded by stylistic alternatives of the Aesthetic era: Eakins’s
Hellenistic Arcadia relief displayed on the right, modern pictures
on the left, an open book of Japanese prints in the sitter’s hands,
an oriental rug beneath her, and a muted, rich fabric drapery be-
hind. Despite the harmony of the aesthetic interior (defined by the
varying modulations of the warm red hues), the figure is thor-
oughly isolated in her chill blue dress, looking out at the painter
and the viewer.

Whatever Eakins’s canvas may have meant to artist and sitter,
to us as students of the Aesthetic movement the work is an extraor-
dinary example of a profusion of styles neither absorbing the sclf,
as they do in Chase’s In the Studio, nor leading into a reconstructed
past, as in Henry’s Old Clock on the Stairs, nor drawing the subject
into some costume drama, as in one of Dewing’s or Low’s alle-
gorical displays. The figure in the Eakins portrait is fundamentally
alone in a present whose stylistic trappings cannot conceal her ex-
istential situation.

The tension that the Eakins portrait creates between the aes-
thetic interior and the female sitter thus underscores major con-
cerns of the period: Was the woman a subject or an aesthetic object?
Was the aesthetic interior the woman’s domain, the place over
which she exercised authority, as various theorists maintained, or
was it the site of her isolation, her beautiful prison? Beneath the
shimmering surfaces of the aesthetic interior lurked the central is-
sue of women’s control of their own lives.

Eastman Johnson’s (1824-1906) Not at Home (about 1872—-80,
ILL. I.6) sheds light on the issue from one angle, by dramatizing a
woman’s refusal to participate in social ritual through her with-
drawal into the darkness at the left of the picture, up the stairs to
the private family area. A portrait of a bearded man—possibly her
husband or a-male ancestor—hangs above her on the stair wall,
and a child’s carriage under a tall clock frames the scene in the
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FIG. 1.9 In the Studio. William Merritt Chase, ca. 1880. Qil on canvas, 28" X 40%s in.
(71.4 X 101.8 cm). Signed: Wm M Chase. The Brooklyn Museum, New York, Gift of Mrs. Carll H.
DeSilver, in memory of her husband (13. 50)

darkness at the right. The viewer, like the visitor presumed to be
at the door of the house, remains to gaze through the hall arch into
the warmly lighted public space: the aesthetic parlor with its wall-
paper dado, fill, and frieze, carved sideboard for the display of
china, needlework pillows, and rugs. Paintings of farm women
(reminiscent of those by Jean-Francois Millet) and a cast of the
Venus de Milo serve as a kind of public-art commentary on the
receding woman. Unlike Henry’s Old Clock on the Stairs, where
the elderly woman is doubly framed and distanced as one of a
number of relics of the past, Not at Home is a problematic work
that defines public participation within the contemporary aesthetic
interior as but one alternative for the late nineteenth-century
woman. Yet the design of the image, which locates the viewer in
the transitional space of the entry hall, does not allow us (as outside
visitors to pictorial space) to know what constitutes the weman’s
upstairs—her private, domestic, and inner worlds.

One may contrast the chiaroscuro of Johnson’s urban interior
with the brilliantly lighted, sun-filled image of Celia Thaxter’s
Appledore parlor, recorded in Childe Hassam’s (1859-1935) Room
of Flowers (1894, 1LL. 1.7). His broken-brush technique dissolves
the multitude of images that fill the walls, the sculpture and fan
over the sideboard, the simpler forms of the rattan and Eastlake-
style furniture, and the profusion of flowers from Thaxter’s fa-
mous garden. It is a summer version of the more stylized studio
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images conceived by Chase. The woman reading on the couch is
barely discernible, merely a single element in the shimmering Im-
pressionist design. However much Thaxter had struggled to create
and organize spacc as mistress of her aesthetic salon, Hassam’s ren-
dition becomes, probably unconsciously, an ironic commentary on
the woman’s subordination as artist and aesthete, reduced pictori-
ally to just one more note in the pattern of the whole.

Indeed the 1890s and thereafter saw the creation of a number of
paintings, especially by such Boston-area artists as Edmund
Tarbell, Robert Reid, William McGregor Paxton, and Frank Ben-
son, of women in aesthetic interiors with arrays of Japanese por-
celains, screens, or elegant fabrics. The paintings deny vitality to
the subjects, who read or play the guitar or simply pose. The
women hover on the borderline between being merely beautiful
objects in elegant displays and being lonely human beings, lost in

" thought and isolated in space. Yet whether we see the women as

objects or subjects, the pictorial ideology of the works is in marked
contrast to the active lives of social concern and philanthropy that
the Bostonians depicted frequently led. The aestheticizing of the
female sitter in these images functioned to deny publicly the con-
trol that women were exercising over their own lives.®

That this visual system of signification was equally a language
for writers of the period is apparent in two fictional renderings of
the aesthetic interior during the 1890s. The first is a scene in Harold



Frederic’s (1856—1898) Damnation of Theron Ware (1896). The novel
has as its eponymous central figure a small-town Methodist min-
ister who is caught in the philosophical cross fire between the so-
phisticated “higher criticism” of a Catholic priest and the atheist
Darwinism of the priest’s scientist friend. Ware is attracted to the
beautiful young Catholic aesthete Celia Madden. In the central
scene between them, Celia lures Ware, who is married, to her bou-
doir. Frederic renders with ironic particularity Celia’s aesthetic
interior, replete with stained-glass lighting fixtures, pictures
“embedded” in stamped-leather walls painted in shades of peacock
blue, parquet floors covered with rugs, and deep green portieres
over the doorways. The paintings and statuary scattered about
combine ancient Greek and Christian imagery. Ware reclines on an
oriental couch as Celia proclaims her “Greek” allegiance—a some-
what exaggerated and erotic version of Arnoldian Hellenism that
involves “absolute freedom from moral bugbears. . . . The rec-
ognition that beauty is the only thing in life that is worth while.”
While playing Chopin, Celia tells Ware that her gorgeous red hair
is the key to the room’s color scheme: “We make up what Whistler
would call a symphony.” A seduction does not take place—Ware
is ultimately too naive and “a bore”—and the novel closes with
Ware’s flight from both the spiritual and the aesthetic to the West
Coast and a career as a land agent.®

That the Chicago aesthetic publishers of The Damnation of
Theron Ware, Stone and Kimball, former art students of Charles

Eliot Norton’s (1827-1908) at Harvard, saw the sensuously aes-
thetic Celia as the key to attracting readers is evident in the poster
that they commissioned from John H. Twachtman (1853-1902) to
advertise the book (ILL. 1.8). As icon of the strong aesthetic woman
in a Philistine world, Celia Madden is a fascinating figure. Frederic
dramatizes in extreme form both the powerful appeal and the pow-
erful threat of the Hellenized aesthetic, personified in Celia, to the
small-town Hebraized innocent American male. In the process he
illuminates the complexity of the several claims to sectarian and
spiritual values that impinged upon the lives of Americans at the
close of the nineteenth century.

Another perspective on the same issue was offered in January
1892, when the New England Magazine published a ten-page story
entitled “The Yellow Wall-Paper.” The author, Charlotte Perkins
Stetson (1860-1935), was born of old New England stock, as a
young woman had studied art at the newly founded Rhode Island
School of Design (1877), and was the estranged wife of the Prov-
idence aesthetic painter Charles Walter Stetson (1858-1911). The
story that she had recast from the agonies of her personal experi-
ence describes, from the point of view of her fictional alter ego,
the onset of madness in a young wife, mother, and writer, who has
been condemned to “rest” for three months in the barren attic of
an old mansion on the New England coast, a cure prescribed for
nervous disorder. The reader is drawn into the narrator’s disloca-
tion and loss of reason as her fantasies about the yellow wallpaper

FIG. T.10 Promenade on the Beach. Winslow Homer, 1880. Oil on canvas, 20 X 30%in. (50.8 X 76.5
cm). Museum of Fine Arts, Springfield, Mass., Gift of the Misses Emily and Elizabeth Mills, in

memory of their parents, Mr. and Mrs. Isaac Mills (36.06)
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L. 1.5 The Artist’s Wife and His Setter Dog. Thomas Eakins, 1884—88.
Oil on canvas, 30 X 23 in. (76.2 X 58.4 cm). The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1923 (23.139)

in her room become projections of her terrifying entrapment.

The story had been rejected by the editor of the Atlantic Monthly,
despite the characteristically courageous advocacy of William Dean
Howells. In recent years “The Yellow Wall-Paper” has been re-
vived by feminist scholars as a touchstone work by its now-famous
author, better known by her later name of Charlotte Perkins Gil-
man, for the dramatic way in which it renders the situation of a
late nineteenth-century American woman.® Dependent upon—in-
deed treated as a child by—her husband, the narrator’s only re-
source is to withdraw inwardly. Her madness at the story’s end is
at once her defeat and her bold assertion of her identity as a
woman, a self-destructive triumph over her husband and the im-
prisoning world he represents.

“The Yellow Wall-Paper” is the nightmare tale of the Aesthetic
movement, a vivid protest, an outcry, drenched in the terms and
the problems of the period. Confined to the home and forbidden
meaningful work both as mother and as artist, the narrator, as
teller of the story, persists in aesthetic activity. Though a grotesque
parody of Arnoldian “spontancity of consciousness,” the narrative
fragments create an aesthetic order, a verbal artifact. The sign of
the protagonist’s derangement is her preoccupation with the design
of the wallpaper in her room: she tries first to understand it as
pattern and then seeks to reinvest the decorative and conventional
with meaning.

The theorists and practitioners of the Aesthetic movement had

offered the life of art, the concern especially with domestic beau-
tification, as simultaneously a solution to the question of work for
middlé-cfass women and an incarnation of value. The home was
to be an escape from industrial and commercial ugliness, bringing
“sweetness and light” into the experience of Americans and pro-
viding in a newly ordered and harmonlously arranged setting a
respite from the professional pursuit of gain in the lives of men.
“The Yellow Wall-Paper” turns these ideals and practices on their
head, uncovering their sinister side. The setting for the story is “a
colonial mansion, a hereditary estate,” rented for the summer, with
seaward vistas of the New England coast as well as “a delicious
garden.”® Yet neither the old house nor the natural vista is a sta-
bilizing force able to bring under control the terror of the interior
worlds of both the house and the mind of the narrator.

The critic Clarence Cook had asked in the title of his 1880
pamphlet, “What Shall We Do with Qur Walls?” (see F1G. 3.7), and
the response of the aesthetic enthusiasts had been an outpouring of
extraordinary wallpapers, inspired by MORRIS AND COMPANY’S eX-
amples of the 1860s, 1870s, and later, which introduced new pat-

‘tern into the homes of the well-to-do and the middle class.® The

theories emanating from South Kensington had tried to separate
decorative design from overtly symbolic and narrative meaning,
to universalize pattern and rid it of its deeper cultural associations.
But the vague, bulbous, threatening forms on the walls of Gilman’s
narrator’s prison/room also become in the course of the story the
bars that entrap her doppelginger, who shakes them as she
struggles for release. Flat pattern and decorative design are meta-
phorically transformed in “The Yellow Wall-Paper” into the three-
dimensional cage that imprisons the self. Meaning is thereby reas-
serted. In her final mad gesture, the narrator tears the paper off the
walls in huge strips; she may be seen symbolically as avenging
herself on Cook and an entire generation of interior decorators
whose injunctions seemed to restrict women within the domestic
sphere.

The aesthetic notion of a harmonious interior achieved through
color and tonal unity is further parodied in the sickly cast of the
paper, which is “repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering un-
clean yellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight.”*!
Here, in contrast to Church’s Olana or Eastman Johnson’s' Not at
Home, there is a failure to bring sunlight and color from the exte-
rior world into play in the decorative interior. Candace Wheeler,
the period’s leading spokesperson for the centrality of color as the
coordinating element in interior decoration, recognized the larger
danger:

Color-is the beneficent angel or the malicious devil of the
house. Properly understood and successfully entreated, it
is the most powerful mental influence of the home; but if
totally disregarded or ignorantly dealt with, it is able to
introduce an element of unrest, to refuse healing to tired
nerves and overtasked energies, to stir up anger and mal-
ice and all unseen enemies of household comfort—the
enemies that lie in wait for the victims of weakness and
fatigue.*

To read this passage in the context of “The Yellow Wall-Paper” i

to locate the deepest psychological and social sources of thcler s
language, her implicit recognition that the issues at stake in the
Aesthetic movement could not merely be reduced to the superficial
prettification of the homes of the wealthy. The interiors to be “dec-
orated” by the period’s designers were ultimately the social being,
the very souls, of the inhabitants, male and especially female. For
Ruskin, one of the movement’s chief mentors, art had always been
a spiritual concern. The Aesthetic movement had shifted the focus
of art from sectarian religious concerns, but it still held that art
could be spiritually uplifting and socially instructive. For Wheeler,
it was requisite that the home be “harmonious in colour and ar-
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ILL. 1.6 Not at Home. Eastman Johnson, ca. 1872-80. Oil on academy
board, 26'2 X 22%in. (67.3 X $7.2 cm). The Brooklyn Museum, New
York., Gift of Gwendolyn O. L. Conkling (40.60)

rangement as a song without words,” the interior “perfect in its
adaptation to [a woman’s] circumstances.”* Yet as Wheeler knew,
the aesthetic process could go awry, and Gilman’s “Yellow Wall-
Paper” dramatizes precisely how. A forceful critique of the aspi-
rations of Wheeler, Cook, and other aesthetic theorists and prac-
titioners, the story clearly indicates the costs to a woman when the
aesthetic is separated from its foundations in social being: beauty
cut off from utility and power can destroy life, suggests Gilman,
and isolating art and the artist from the productive work that sus-
tains social values and human relationships leads to truly alienated
labor—in this story the alienation takes its most extreme form,
madness.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman never again reached the imaginative
intensity in her clarification of women’s situation that she achieved
in “The Yellow Wall-Paper.” Her language in subsequent works
was more sociologically oriented, as she explored at length the
problem of women and work. Yet in the fashioning of this story
she appropriated the terms of the Aesthetic movement in order to
define central ideological issues of the period, even as the specific
patterns, the sulfurous colors, and the nightmarish realities of “The
Yellow Wall-Paper” point toward the transmogrified versions of
Aesthetic-movement ideas in their fin-de-siécle, Beardsleyesque,
and ‘Art Nouveau modes. Gilman’s tale demonstrates once more
the deep rootedness of aesthetic forms in their cultural context and
examines them as both embodiments and critiques of social behav-
10r and society’s most cherished beliefs.
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Toward the Twentieth Century

The shift in Gilman’s work from “The Yellow Wall-Paper” to
Women and Economics (1898), The Home: Its Work and Influence
(1903), and other writings suggests a wider questioning that was
occurring in the 1890s, one that grounded aesthetics more fully in
the socioeconomic context of American life. Gilman joined with
other feminists among the Bellamy Nationalists to explore means
of socializing domestic household labor—not to deny woman’s
role in the home and family but to balance that role against her
creative and productive potential in other areas.® Benn Pitman’s
insistence that the future of American art was “dependent upon
improved social conditions” and Howells’s presentation of the
moral and social quandaries of the aesthetic editor Basil March in
A Hazard of New Fortunes make it clear that art, the religion of
beauty, could not, at least in the eyes of the period’s most percep-
tive critics, resolve the dilemmas of class and economic power. Our
reading of selected representative art objects and fiction of the Aes-
thetic movement indicates that it was equally clear from the point
of view of gender that if the aesthetic interior as a social space
reinforced men’s social and economic dominance while illuminat-
ing women’s isolation, powerlessness, and confinement within the
domestic sphere, it would become a stultifying trap rather than a
source of sustenance.

The critique in the 1890s of the Aesthetic movement focused on
both the upper and lower reaches of the social ladder. The most
sweeping condemnation flowed from the mordant pen of
Thorstein Veblen in his ponderous parody of scientific sociology,
The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions

iLL. 1.7 The Room of Flowers. Childe Hassam, 1894. Oil on canvas,
34 X 341in. (86.5 X 86.5 cm). Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Arthur G.
Altschul



1LL. 1.8 Poster for The Damnation of Theron Ware by Harold Frederic.
John H. Twachtman, 1896. Color lithograph, 20%s X 12in. (5T X
30.5 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Museum Accession,
1957 (57.627.10[22])

(1899). Veblen’s concern centered on the ways in which cultural
behavior expressed or masked relationships of power. More spe-
cifically, he examined the various social rituals through which the
wealthy maintained their ascendancy. The arts, like dress, the tend-
ing of a lawn, “devout observances,” and a number of contempo-
rary practices carried over from “barbarian” times (as Veblen’s
mock anthropology had it) all came under his withering analysis,
as he probed their instrumental value. Veblen implicitly challenged
the claims of the Aesthetic movement to the disinterested pursuit
of beauty and to art for art’s sake, since he denied such intrinsic
goals. Ruskin’s “Lamp of Sacrifice” in The Seven Lamps of Archi-
tecture (1849), which had distinguished architecture from building
through the addition of “unnecessary” ornament over and beyond
functional needs, and Arnold’s Hellenistic striving for “spontane-
ity of consciousness” over the merely utilitarian calculus of money-
getting were understood by Veblen as the strategies that a
“barbarian” leadership used to maintain its economic position.
The theorists of the Aesthetic movement had stressed the uni-

versal values involved in decorative design, had decontextualized
historical styles from their cultural matrix to make them generally
available, and had singled out color as a potentially organizing and
harmonizing principle. From Veblen’s vantage point such aesthetic
strategies were elaborate mystifications and reifications (to borrow
Marx’s terminology), which obscured underlying social inter-
changes. Thus his famous phrases “conspicuous consumption” and
“conspicuous waste” indicated the social function of display.
Dressing a2 woman in an aesthetic corset or a servant in livery,®
acquiring a limited edition book from Morris’s Kelmscott Press,
and preferring a handmade silver spoon over an inexpensive alu-
minum copy were all forms of financial ostentation.<In Veblen’s
terms, the “house beautiful” conveyed its owner’s capacity to
spend. Benefactions and bequests to the new museums, which
were understood by others as a way of sharing with the public
great personal wealth, were understood by Veblen as means of
enhancing the “pecuniary reputability” of the donor. Not surpris-
ingly, Veblen’s view of the role of women was particularly ruthless,
for he saw them as primary signifiers of the economic supremacy
of their male “owners”: women’s “uselessness” a badge of merit
and the domestic sphere a place where a woman could give passive
expression to the “vicarious leisure and consumption” of the male
head of the household, who might himself be more actively in-
volved in the acquisitive process.®

In sum, Veblen’s analysis uncovered the uses to which the aes-
thetic impulse had been put to strengthen the position of the
wealthy within society. Yet Veblen also searched for those in-
stances wherein a deeper human “instinct of workmanship” might
be found, located not in an object of art but in the activity of the
maker when he or she was not controlled by the values of the
marketplace. In this sense Veblen is linked to Progressives who
attempted to redefine the nature of work relationships during the
1890s and thereafter, though in the complex and witty argumen-
tation of his books and essays he remained radically aloof.

Another critique of the intrinsic value of aestheticism came also
from Chicago, where at the end of the nineteenth century Veblen
was a professor at the newly founded University of Chicago. If
Veblen directed his attack toward the leisure class, Jane Addams
(1860-1935) and her colleagues at Hull-House asked whether the
instinct of workmanship could find expression among the poor
and the immigrant communities on the South Side of Chicago.
Addams’s experience exemplifies the reinterpretation of aesthetic
concern. She was born to a prosperous middle-class family in Ce-
darville, Hlinois, attended Rockford Seminary, and then went east
to Women’s Medical College in Philadelphia in 1881-82. Ilf health
cut off her medical studies.”” By 1886 Addams was in Baltimore.
There she read Ruskin, organized a women’s art club, and wrote
to her seminary friend, the artist Ellen Gates Starr (1860-1940),
“Do you know anything of Russell Sturgis of New York? He gave
a series of four lectures on Decorative Art at the Peabody, which
were very fine.”* The following year, during her second trip to
Europe, she turned her attention to the London poor and the ex-
periments in social work taking place at Toynbee Hall, where Rus-
kinian ideals had been put into practice. In 1889 Addams and Starr
established Hull-House, and two years later the Chicago merchant -
Edward Butler donated $5,000 for the addition of an art gallery to
its original building.

Given the backgrounds of Addams and Starr as college-
educated young ladies with a drive to find an outlet for their ener-
gies in meaningful work—both chose not to marry—it should not
be surprising that they included the arts as part of the life of Hull-
House. What is remarkable is their changing perspective on the
role that the arts were to play. At first they attempted to bring their
middle-class culture to the life of the poor, to imbue life with
beauty through exhibitions of art reproductions, trips to the
World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893 and to the Art Institute,
and classes in drawing and sculpture as well as comparable activi-
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ties in music and drama. But it rapidly became apparent to both
women that such an approach was antithetical to their efforts to be
responsive to the immigrants whom the settlement house served.

The pressing issues in the lives of the poor concerned work, and
in a key essay entitled “Art and Labor,” which appecared in an 1895
collection called Hull-House Maps and Papers, Starr made clear that
art could not be separated from daily life. Lacing her analysis with
- quotations from Ruskin, Carlyle, and Morris, she insisted that
“only a free man can express himself in his work. If he is doing
slave’s work under slavish conditions,” it is doubtful that he will
have either the thoughts or the creative capacity to produce art.
Again and again she hammered home her message, saying, “Into
the prison-houses of earth, its sweat-shops and underground
lodging-houses, art cannot follow,” and “The artist is not a product
of spontaneous generation,” and most powerfully, “The soul of
man in the commercial and industrial struggle is in a state of siege.
He is fighting for his life. It is merciful and necessary to pass in to
him the things which sustain his courage and keep him alive, but
the effectual thing is to raise the siege.”” According to Starr, when
the aestheti¢ impulse was merely a palliative!® it had failed in its
mission. Starr and Addams ultimately turned Hull-House art
study away from infusions of high aesthetic culture and summer
classes in the country, embracing instead the arts and cultures of
the immigrants themselves in order to generate and sustain respect
for the Old World arts of their homelands and help preserve those
traditions in America. Style was thereby restored to its function as
the expression of a particular culture in time and space.

Veblen and Hull-House thus bracket the achievement of the
Aesthetic movement.!* Where Veblen, the isolated male theorist,
anatomized the economic function of leisure-class aesthetic activity
as a way of maintaining and reinforcing the power of society’s
domiinant group, Addams and Starr, fugitives from the genteel
world, transformed their own lives as practical reformers by de-
voting themselves to the working class whom the Aesthetic move-
ment had for the most part ignored. Hull-House became, in the
words of the historian Rosalind Rosenberg, “a half-way house be-
tween domestic tradition and the political world from which
women had been so long excluded.” '

Starr and Addams were instrumental in organizing at Hull-
House the Chicago Arts and Crafts Society in 1897, though the
group’s activities were gradually included within the Hull-House
Labor Museum. Starr herself spent six months in 1900 studying
bookbinding in England with T. J. Cobden-Sanderson, who was
producing editions for the Kelmscott Press, and she brought those
skills back to Hull-House. The appeal of craft is premonitory; for
the ‘Aesthetic movement survived the attacks of its radical critics
both from within and from outside its ranks—Ruskin and Morris,
Pitman and Howells, Frederic and Gilman, Veblen and Starr—not
by altering its generally conservative defense of laissez-faire capi-
talism and of separate spheres for men and women but by being
absorbed and transformed by the artists and publicists of the Arts
and Crafts movement.

The path taken by the Arts and Crafts movement in America,
especially in the late 1890s and after the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, is not part of our story here, but its direction can be sug-
gested. If the Arts and Crafts movement could eventuate in the
striking architectural achievements of Frank Lloyd Wright (1867—
1959),'" with worldwide consequences for the development of
twentieth-century art, in other ways it retreated from the bold in-
ternationalism of the Aesthetic movement into regional and local
workshops, frequently in quasi-agrarian settings like that enjoyed
by Elbert ‘Hubbard’s (1856-1915) Roycrofters in East Aurora,
New York.

“The Arts and Crafts movement did extend the Aesthetic move-
ment’s call for the decoration and beautification of the domestic
sphere.-Gustav Stickley (1858-1942) and his brothers were making
and marketing art furniture in Binghamton, New York, in the
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1880s. The simple direction “art glass” appears in an 1871 Bing-
hamton house design by Isaac Perry (1822-1904), and the tract of
domestic residences constructed on that city’s west side between
1885 and 1895 still contains many examples of such glass, com-
mercially produced in simple, conventionalized floral patterns.

By the early 1890s, when Stickley relocated his furniture factory
to Eastwood near Syracuse, the latter was already a center of artis-
tic activity. The university there had opened the College of Fine
Arts in 1873, the first such coeducational degree-granting institu-
tion in the United States. Its dean and professor was George Fiske
Comfort, a founding trustee of the Metropolitan Museum in New
York and an advocate of artistic education for women on the fa-
miliar grounds that “the feminine mind inclines naturally to the
pursuit of aesthetic studies. A refined and cultivated taste is one of
the most potent elements in inducing a healthy love of body and
mind.”'* It was in this environment that Stickley founded the
Craftsman magazine in 1901, with Professor Irene Sargent of Syr-
acuse University contributing most of the writing in the opening
issues. Articles on Morris, Ruskin, the Arts and Crafts guilds,
color, Boston’s Trinity Church, and the Cincinnati and Grueby
potteries all continued to popularize the achievement of the Aes-
thetic movement of the previous decades. Yet while holding up
Morris’s accomplishments as a model for American craftsmen, the
Arts and Crafts movement blunted the edge of his explicitly so-
cialist critique of capitalism and used his artistic principles and
practices to answer the needs of both Progressive liberalism and a
nostalgic idealism based upon a return to a handicraft society.'®

The Aesthetic movement had been bold in its acceptance of the
challenges and potentialities of urban culture. Through its reinter-
pretation of an older American vocabulary rooted in nature and
through the internationalism of its stylistic language, it -offered
Americans a visual ideology that accommodated the transforma-
tion of a rural, agricultural society in the last third of the nineteenth
century and promoted a new concern with industrial design. Its
claims for the primacy of the aesthetic as a universal ordering of
social and domestic space liberated the artist from revivalist and
historicist solutions to creative tasks, encouraging freer play with
artistic forms. It sought to move the artist from a position of iso-
lation and marginality to cooperative relationships near the centers
of social power and prestige. And it offered to women greater pos-
sibilities to participate in the creative process: through training in
the burgeoning art schools; through employment in the design and
production of decorative artifacts; through a crucial role as con-
sumers of aesthetic.goods for use in the domestic environment as
well as through expanded facilities for marketing such goods; and
through an extensive literature, which guided women in the pur-
suit of beauty.

The limitations of the Aesthetic movement lay in the ways in
which it functioned ideologically: rather than alter the fundamental
relations of power in late nineteenth-century America, it reaf-
firmed the existing social structure. Despite its claims that beauty
would change the lives of all Americans, the Aesthetic movement
rarely reached immigrant groups or the poor. It facilitated the ac-
cumulation of the signs of wealth by a social elite, and it encour-
aged the emulation of an aspiring middle class to possess similar
artistic tokens. If it increased opportunities for women, it also cir-
cumscribed them primarily within the domestic sphere and thus
reinforced the dominant gender ideology. The accomplishments
of the Aesthetic movement thus present to us not so much a mirror
of American society or a plate-glass window onto it but a stained-
glass window, through which are refracted the color and quality
of American life in the late nincteenth century.
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Decorating Surfaces:

Aesthetic Delight, Theoretical Dilemma

Catherine Lynn

URFACE ORNAMENT, to use a term of the 1870s and 1880s,!
seems to cover cverything in American rooms deemed beautiful
enough for immortalization by photographers of the period. Pat-
terns on walls, ceilings, carpets, rugs, window draperies, portieres,
pillows, and upholstery are likely to dominate much of the avail-
able space in any one of the room portraits interleaved in family
albums from the Aesthetic era. Pictures so carefully preserved
must have been important relics. Can they be dismissed as mere
status symbols, records of accumulated wealth? Study of the sur-
face ornament so dominant in the photographs suggests they
should not be.

Why is there so much of this ornament? Its seeming omnipres-
ence 1s something of a barrier to the most basic identification of
objects in the pictures. Room shapes and furniture forms are hard
to make out when every surface carries a thin veneer of ornament.
The picture planes are so dense with imagery that empathetic entry
into the rooms portrayed is difficult. Nor is it easy to keep the
pictures in the mind’s eye, to remember distinctions among
them, when perusing a large collection like the 202 photographs
gathered in Artistic Houses, the volume that presents the rooms
judged the most beautiful in America during the early 1880s (iLL.
2.1; see also 1LLS. 4.1, 4.8, 4.11, 4.12, 4.20, 9.12).2

Turn-of-the-century tastemakers were soon to reject that judg-
ment, to react against the visual complexity in ‘interior decora-
tion to which the eccentric, creatively eclectic patterns of the pre-
vious decades had contributed so appreciably. In campaigning for
the purity and authority of historical styles, architects such as
Charles Follen McKim (1847-1909), William Rutherford Mead
(1846-1928), and Stanford White (1853—1906) turned more obe-
diently to models from the past.® Edith Wharton, in The Decoration
of Houses (1897), and Elsie de Wolfe, in The House in Good Taste
(1911), popularized and embellished upon their ideas.* For a long-
lived generation de Wolfe effectively froze an understanding of
“good taste” in using pattern, restricting it to discrete areas and
objects. The relative simplifications of this group have subse-
quently dominated “traditional” interior decorating in America.

The ideas of their contemporaries who were attempting to cre-
ate “modern” interiors have not come down to us in such unbroken
succession, but they too preferred simpler ornamentation. The
rooms of many arts and crafts enthusiasts look fairly Spartan when
compared to those in Artistic Houses. The urge to express moder-
nity in American terms, whether in the work of craftsmen before
World War I or in that of industrial designers during the Great
Depression, has favored the simplification or elimination of deco-
ration. The more ornate twentieth-century styles, including Art

Nouveau as well as the Parisian- and Viennese-inspired “moder-
nistic” styles of the 1920s, have enjoyed only limited popularity in
the United States. Since the 1930s most self-proclaimed American
modernists, especially those influenced by the International style,
have pursued radical programs for stripping rooms of ornament
and clearing them of the many objects they associated with Vic-
torian clutter.’ For the better part of a century now architects, dec-
orators, industrial designers, domestic scientists, feminists,”and
engineers, in testing the theories peculiar to their callings, have
persuaded successive generations to create simpler rooms, sparscly
ornamented.®

For many vyears the role of surface ornament has been so un-
important that it has not been studied outside trade schools. But
surface ornament was thoughtfully studied and created by the ar-
chitects and artists of the Aesthetic era; the theoretical and popular
literature of the period is filled with .discussions of their work.
Through those pages runs a lively argument about -propriety in
ornamental design. At the heart of the discussion is a fundamental
disagreement about whether realistic, naturalistic imagery 1s ac-
ceptable as decoration, or whether all ornamental forms must be
abstractly rendered. Both realistic and abstract patterns appear in
photographs of rooms touched by aesthetic aspiration (see ILL.
4.1).7 A decorator could have defended the artistic superiority of
either type of pattern, or the propriety of using both within the
same room, by quoting froin revered texts of the day. Theoretical
treatises and decorating guides, as well as columns in popular jour-
nals and even in newspapers, provided thoughtful, sometimes im-
passioned decorators with the inspiration to call almost any among
a wide.variety of patterns the only “aesthetic” or “art” patterns,
or, conversely, to call the Ver>y same designs “Philistine,” or even
“immoral.”

Most mid-twentieth-century artists and architects, preoccupied
with problems of function, structural expression, and abstraction,
dismissed such terms, as well as the notion that pattern and orna-
ment—“superficialities”—were subjects worthy of discussion.
Few of them produced wallpaper or textile patterns. Their atti-
tudes, until very recent years, have encouraged us to see all pat-
terned surfaces as pretty much the same. Indeed, our visual per-
ception of any flat area on which several contrasting tones, colors,
or hues are closely juxtaposed is very different from our perception
of an area of solid color or of white. We quickly sec a plain surface
as a plane. A patterned surface gives the eye pause: light and dark
areas seem to recede or come forward in relation to one another.
We have to focus and think, to rectify illusion, in order to locate
the surface in real space.
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Expanses of ornament carried on tissues and in paint often have
the effect of visually dematerializing the forms and surfaces they
cover. Granted, our perception of this may be accidentally height-
ened when we look at photographs in which three dimensions have
been reduced to two and multicolors to tones of sepia or gray.
Some decorators of the late nineteenth century, however, deliber-
ately used color and pattern to dematerialize, visually at least, ma-
terial facts, such as the too-near presence of the surface of a wall.
Those who enjoyed the illusory potential of pattern tended to view
the designer as an artist who was privileged to preempt the virtu-
osity of a painter in ornamenting interiors. Others, influenced by
contemporary architectural theory, deplored illusion in decorative
contexts. They saw the designer as a member of a discrete profes-
sion, a trained expert who accorded precedence to the expression,
rather than to the distortion, of the structural realities of architec-
tural surfaces and volumes. Their concern for designing ornamen-
tation that would not visually fracture a surface led, logically, to
the twentieth-century modernists’ banishment of ornament and
pattern.

Wallpapers, carpets, textiles, and embroideries of the late nine-
teenth century serve as telling documents of the prolonged dispute
about propriety in ornamental design that came to this twentieth-
century pass. American-made examples as well as imported goods
are considered in detail in chapter 3. But before we examine the
printed, woven, and stitched ornaments that were demonstration
pieces for the various theories, it seems worth trying to bridge
some of the gap between our time-bound responses to ornament
and pattern and those of the aesthetic enthusiasts. I will begin by
suggesting some of the reasons home decorators might have had
for wanting so much two-dimensional ornament around them,
and then will review the argument about propriety in ornamental
_design.

" The sheer quantity of ornament apparent in the sepia-toned
room portraits cannot fully be explained as merely another expres-
sion of delight in what Thorstein Veblen, writing in the 1890s, was
to call “conspicuous consumption.”® During the 1870s and 1880s
pride of possession was sometimes overshadowed by, and doubt-
less linked with, a conviction that the forms of material things were
important because they had the power to influence human minds
and even human souls. Decoration was important, not simply be-
cause it was attractive, but because it had a bearing on the forma-
tion of character; it was not a minor art, but part of the great unity
of art. )

A book by John Ruskin (1819-1900), The Two Paths, Being Lec-
tures on Art and Its Application to Decoration and Manufacture, played
a significant role in persuading Americans to think this way about
decoration. This was the only book Ruskin ever devoted exclu-
sively to decorative art. With its publication in 1859, the English
critic of art and architecture most widely read and highly regarded
in the United States became the most effective and persuasive of
the English writers who contended that decoration merited the
attention of the artist and that a good designer must be an artist.
The Two Paths is theoretical, and we cannot quantify its impact on
the visual character of papers, carpets, and textiles in America dur-
ing the period. Its popularity in the United States, however, sug-
gests that it decidedly affected designers’ approaches to their work
and consumers’ evaluations of that work. Nineteen American
printings of The Two Paths between 1859 and 1891 have been re-
corded, more than for any other book on the subject.’

In earlier works, especially The Seven Lamps of Architecture
(1849), Ruskin had already focused his readers’ attention on orna-
‘ment, citing it as-the feature that distinguished true architecture
from mere building.'® The stress Ruskin put on ornamentation
dignified the finishing and furnishing of rooms and the work of
pattern designers with the status of art making. In The Two Paths
he charged his readers to “get rid, then, at once of any idea of
Decorative art being a degraded or a separate kind of art.”'! The
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taste for large quantities of surface ornament can be linked to Rus-
kin’s equating.of ornament with art, and to his arguing that art was
a powerful tool of moral influence, so powerful that the way to
reform society was to reform its art. This introduction of moral
issues immediately complicates an understanding of the Aesthetic
movement as art for art’s sake. In the popularization of aesthetic
enthusiasms in America, the moral justifications for them seem to
have been prerequisite to their broad-based acceptance. The argu-
ment that art could be good for you and for your country contrib-
uted to the successful marketing of patterns advertised as “artful”
or “aesthetic.” '

In the first of the five lectures in The Two Paths, which he called
“The Deteriorative Power of Conventional Art over Nations,”
Ruskin asserted that the very forms of the decorations produced
by a given people at once reflected and influenced their characters
and souls. He focused on the “Hindoos” as sinful, perceiving evi-
dence of their sins in the “geometry,” “formula,” and “legalism”
of their ornament—or of their ornament as it had been presented
in recently published English books, which omitted such features
as representational sculpture on Indian buildings. According to
Ruskin, in designing, the “Hindoos” had taken the wrong path,
for the path of the geometrician, the conventionalizer, led only to
the “Salt Sea” and to death. A vocal majority of English critics and
designers had hailed Indian patterns as models of decorative ac-
complishment. To Ruskin these same patterns evinced the char-
acter of a race of people revealed as especially heinous by the atroc-
ities they reportedly committed during the Mutiny of 1857.
Judging the Indians devoid of “natural feeling,” Ruskin found that
quality in the Scots, a race he not coincidentally admired for their
bravery in quelling the Mutiny. He felt that the proud Scots, even
in their crude art, were on the right path to the “Olive mountains”
and to life, because their art, like their lives, was in direct harmony
with nature. The choice between the Scots model and the Indian
one was a choice between life and death, Heaven and Hell.'?

Ruskin’s preoccupation with the moral qualities of design and
with the power of form and visual imagery both to influence and
to reflect the spirit was peculiarly compelling to women of the
period. For half a century they had been the targets of increasing
quantities of prescriptive literature arguing that the only power
appropriate to their sex was influence, especially over their sons
within the domestic sphere.'> In The Two Paths Ruskin called for a
reevaluation and nurturing of arts produced in and for the home.
He inflated their importance when he identified the domestic realm
as the preserve of the natural scale of life, contrasting it to the
inhuman scale of monstrous new industrial structures.' He pro-
vided a rationale for viewing pattern and ornament, along with all
interior decoration, as tools of moral influence. Perhaps the cir-
cumstances of women’s lives made them overly eager to test the
potential latent in ornamental forms, now viewed as art, for mold-
ing character. By Ruskinian lights, shopping itself was trans-
formed: passive consumption became active art making. As soci-
ety’s chief consumers, women could find in Ruskin’s pages
justification for purchasing many ornamental embellishments:
when they brought home new examples of “art,” decorative or
fine, they were increasing the possibilities that the truths inherent
in the objects would be transmitted to the minds of the children
who were to live among them.

Truth in art was one of Ruskin’s most passionate concerns. Nat-
ural scale, natural form, natural materials—these were all elements
he found essential to true art. He summarized the aim of his life’s
work as “to teach . . . to declare that whatever was great in human
art was the expression of man’s delight in God’s work.”'® The pat-
terns on textiles, carpets, and wallpapers had traditionally carried
images of flowers and foliage, “God’s work” in Ruskin’s terms.
His use of such terms, and his own enthusiasms, encouraged his
readers to surround themselves with natural imagery and to regard
it as “art” even in its most decorative contexts. The Two Paths,



then, intensified Ruskin’s exhortation in The Seven Lamps of Archi-
tecture to make “our ordinary dwelling-houses . . . as rich and full
of pleasantness as may be, within and without.”¢ Surface orna-
ment contributed to an effect “rich and full of pleasantness” for
many nineteenth-century householders, and they could value it
even more highly after Ruskin had taught them to appreciate dec-
oration as an expression of delight in God’s work, as a force for
moral good, cven as a sign of the goodness of those who designed
and chose it. At least some of those who included portraits of their
rooms in family albums must have done so because they believed
that rooms and furnishings conveyed a sense of family character.
In an era when amateurs of phrenology abounded, detailed study
of the ornament in a family’s home might have been expected to
yield much the same sort of information about their minds and
souls as might a study of their skull shapes and the bumps on their
heads.

If Ruskin’s book is paramount among those that suggest reasons
for the popularity of pattern and ornament, it serves even more
precisely to sharpen our understanding of the distinctions the era
made among types of decorations. Most of Ruskin’s opinions
about the visual character of ornamental design were direct rebut-
tals of opinions that had prevailed in England for more than two
decades. By the 1840s a group of designers, civil servants, critics,
and businessmen had mustered the powers of the British Crown
and bureaucracy in a program of mass education in design. The
Normal School of Design had been established in London in 1837,
and by 1849 there were sixteen branches throughout the country.
The program was, in large part, a defensive campaign against
French encroachments on the market for industrially produced En-
glish goods. Its prime mover was Henry Cole (1808-1882). Cole
began his career in public work as a clerk in the Record Commis-
sion and rose to become the first director of the South Kensington
Museum, which opened in 1857 when the collection of ornamental
art and the design school were moved from Marlborough House
to quarters in the South Kensington district of London. (Queen
Victoria renamed the museum at South Kensington in 1899, and it
has since been known as the Victoria and Albert Museum.) Prince
Albert became an active supporter of Cole’s efforts to inculcate
what he considered good design in schools and museums through
publications and exhibitions. It was Cole who first suggested to
the prince that the Great Exhibition of 1851 should be of unprec-
edented international scale, so that it might serve as a public edu-
cational experience in which all of England could study the man-
ufacture and design of all the earth. Cole had many other allies in
key positions, among them the painter Richard Redgrave (1804—
1888), who became headmaster of the schools of design in 1849
and until he retired at age seventy-two was often called the “Pope
of South Kensington.”!” The architect Matthew Digby Wyatt
(1820-1877), a critic and theorist of design who became the Slade
Professor of Fine Arts at Cambridge University in 1869, also
helped to formulate the principles of design that came to be iden-
tified with South Kensington.!®

Although this British group, like Ruskin, focused on motifs
found in nature as central concerns of the ornamentalist, they vil-
ified the realistic depiction of these motifs in decorations. This was
part of their war against the fondness of ordinary English people
for French fabrics with lifelike portraits of flowers by the yard and
for hand-printed French wallpapers-that were inexpensive copies
of great works of art adapted for merchants’ overmantels. From
the perspective of these would-be design reformers the taste for
French products amounted to near treason in a trade war in which
England was faring badly. English machines simply could not re-
produce the painterly effects that French handcraftmanship had
long since perfected and that French ingenuity was currently better
able to adapt for mass production.

Recalling the propaganda of hotter wars is the exaggerated fer-
vor with which Cole and his circle deplored the character of the

very things the French made so well. Like Ruskin’s followers, this
British group introduced moral terms into their criticism, but for
very different ends. They condemned infractions of visual logic,
especially in the area of two-dimensional surface ornament. First,
they cited illusionistic shading as illogical because it was inevitably
at odds with natural lighting. Then the moral vocabulary took
over. “Fraud” was their judgment when confronted with wallpaper
pictures that seemed to recede into distant horizons or to protrude
into the space of the viewer. They heaped epithets like “sham,”
“vicious,” “false,” and “meretricious” on gay little floral motifs
that seemed to stand out from the textiles on which they were
printed.!” In state-supported classes all over England instructors
trained at South Kensington used such terms to teach future de-
signers and consumers a set of rules about ornament that opposed
every feature of French accomplishment in making textiles, wall-
papers, and carpets.

Those rules were conveniently condensed by OWEN JONEs, an
architect and designer, into a list of thirty-seven “propositions,”
which he published in 1856 as the introduction to his Grammar of
Ornament. Jones followed the model of a scientist, collecting data,
deducing natural laws, and invoking the certainties of mathemat-
ics. He gathered and analyzed samples of all the world’s ornamen-
tal traditions, treating styles rather as if they were biological spe-
cies, some growing healthily, others in decline. This work, he felt,
revealed to him universal truths of good design. Among these
truths, he and his disciples emphasized the one he offered as Prop-
osition 8: “All ornament should be based upon a geometrical con-
struction.”? Jones and his colleagues also turned to science and
mathematics for guidance in coloring ornament. Their study of
contemporary color theory about the physical properties of light
and pigment convinced them of the importance of including a
mathematical balance of the primary colors to “harmonize” or
“neutralize” one another in ornamentation. That balance might be
achieved by the measured use of secondary and tertiary colors, but
it was easier to get with primaries, and much of their work featured
all three—or at least touches of bright red, blue, and yellow.?

A scientific approach to design had become a fixture in the

ILL. 2.1 “Mr. W. H. Vanderbilt’s Bedroom.” Artistic Houses (New York,
1883—84). Thomas J. Watson lerary, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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FIG. 2.2 Plate 42: “Moresque No. 4.” Owen Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (London, 1856). Thomas J. Watson Library,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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government-sponsored. system of design education that had its
central teachers’ school and museum in South Kensington, and
Jones’s concise statements of principle were the best-known sum-
maries of that approach. The Grammar of Ornament became a stan-
dard reference, both in England and in the United States. (The first
American edition was published in New York in 1880, just as the
momentum of the aesthetic enthusiasm was peaking.) Basic to the
thinking at South Kensington was an understanding that ornamen-
tal design constituted a branch of study quite separate from the fine
arts of painting and sculpture, and governed by an entirely different
set of rules. One of the rules that most clearly distinguished the
decorative from the fine arts was summarized in Jones’s Proposi-
tion 13: “Flowers or other natural objects should not be used as
ornaments, but conventional representations founded upon them
sufficiently suggestive to convey the intended image to the mind,
without destroying the unity of the object they are employed to
decorate.”? The distinction between ornamental flowers, sc de-
fined (F1G. 2.1), and painterly flowers, appropriate to the fine arts,
was especially obvious at a time when painters’ canvases revealed
their continuing preoccupation with mimetic realism in depicting
the natural world. ) ’

“Natural .objects,” as Jones called them, and especially flowers,
“nature’s ornaments,” furnished the principal subject matter for
nincteenth-century ornamentalists of many persuasions whose
work had an impact in America. These designers, however, treated
nature’s forms in many different ways (1LL. 2.2). Their approzches
can be visualized as shadings on a spectrum ranging from severe
geometric abstraction on the left, through conventionalization, to
mimetic realism on the right.?? On this spectrum Jones’s designs
and theory fall left of center. Jones always insisted on some degree
of abstraction from nature. Many of his patterns, and those he
admired, were purely geometric (FIG. 2.2). In designing other or-
naments he abstracted or simplified plant forms while retaining the
identifying shapes of_their-species. In still others he adapted his-
torical conventionalizations of plant motifs such-as the anthemion
of the ancient Greeks.

Far to the right on the spectrum stand the theories of the French,
who endorsed the use in ornament of not only realistic floral and
foliate imagery (iLL. 2.3) but also the full range of other subjects
from’the painter’s repertory, including human figures. The painter
Thomas Couture (1815-1879), for instance, felt it was the duty of
French industry to make the work of great artists available to the
many. He designed for manufacturers and encouraged other paint-
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ers to do the same.?* Couture’s theories about decorative art, writ-
ten in French, were not read by many Amecricans. John Ruskin’s
were.

Ruskin’s ideas also stand far to the right on the spectrum of
influential theories about the way nature should be used in orna-
ment. Ruskin was no booster of machine production, but he
agreed with Couture on two points relevant to this discussion: that
realism was more than acceptable for decoration and that there
should be no cleft between the fine and the decorative arts. In The
Two Paths Ruskin rebutted the formulas of Jones, a man ten years
his senior, and cast himself in the role of a brash younger reaction-
ary in the design controversy. His book was in large part a frontal
attack on South Kensington’s effort to banish from decoration re-
alistic depictions of nature’s forms. As part of this attack, Ruskin
criticized the government’s program that separated the decorative
from the fine arts. Instead of attending schools of design where
they studied historical ornament and geometry, students who
wanted to design for industry should attend art schools alongside
future painters and sculptors. Like them, they should learn to draw
directly from nature. “Depend upon it,” Ruskin assured the stu-
dents, “ . . . good subordinate ornament has ever been rooted in a
higher knowledge.”?> And the highest knowledge always came
straight from God’s own nature, not through authoritative inter-
preters. Conventional and even geometric ornaments had places in
Ruskin’s scheme, but they were to be created only by an artist who
had first studied nature, then abstracted, not by someone trained
to adapt historical motifs or to manipulate a compass and a ruler.
He warned that “substitution of obedience to mathematical law for
sympathy with observed life, is the first characteristic of the hope-
less work of all ages.”?

Ruskin, the greatest living art critic, scoffed at the Crown’s ap-
pointed experts. In The Two Paths he characterized as “absurd”
their insistence that “room decoration should be by flat patterns—
by dead colours—by conventional monotonies, and I know not
what.” He went straight for the reductionism of South Kensington
theory: “The principles on which you must work are likely to be
false, in proportion as they are narrow; true, only as they are
founded on a perception of the connection of all branches of art
with each other.”? In offering this broad vision, Ruskin bucked
the tide of his contemporaries’ efforts to improve design by train-
ing the many to respond to a very few principles, which were to
be applied automatically in all cases.

For the people who were dedicated to improving and simpli-



fying decorative design, Ruskin’s dismissal of the principle that
limited choice in ornamentation to the geometric and conventional
was vexing. Because it was a principle easily grasped and applied,
it was dear to many—to the popularizers who wrote home-
decorating guides and to the manufacturing and buying public
who wanted assurance that their taste was correct. The simple dic-
tum seemed a sure anchor in a bewildering sea of published advice
on decoration. By complicating what seemed to have been so con-
veniently simplified by authorities, Ruskin reintroduced the pos-
sibilities for blunders that come with unlimited choice. He denied
the prerogative of the experts to dictate, and to limit, a definition
of good design. He gave back the choices to the artist. Ruskin
believed that the great painters, not the graduates of design
schools, were the ultimate decorators, and that “a great painter will
always give you the natural art, safe or not.” In illustrating his point
he wrote a passage that bears quoting both for a taste of the rhetoric
that was so compelling in its day and because a number of Amer-
ican decorating books of the Aesthetic era include pointed allusions
to it:

Correggio gets a commission to paint a room on the
ground floor of a palace at Parma: any of our people—
bred on our fine modern principles—would have covered
it with a diaper, or with stripes or flourishes, or mosaic
patterns. Not so Correggio: he paints a thick trellis of
vine-leaves, with oval openings, and lovely children leap-
ing through them into the room [1LL. 2.4]; and lovely chil-
dren, depend upon it, are rather more desirable decora-
tions than diaper, if you can do them—but they are not
so easily done. . . . In all other cases whatever, the great-
est decorative art is wholly unconventional—downright,
pure, good painting and sculpture, but always fitted for
its place.®

With such prose Ruskin inspired many British artists and ar-
chitects to look with new interest at the possibilities inherent in
decorating interiors. Among them, WILLIAM MORRIS was perhaps
the most inspired and certainly the most gifted creator of orna-
mentation. Several of his patterns are discussed and illustrated in
chapter 3. By Morris’s own account, his reading of Ruskin played
a Jarge part in his decision to turn from architecture and painting
to decorative design.?” The succession of wallpapers and printed
textiles he offered through the 1870s gives visual evidence that he
took quite seriously Ruskin’s injunction to go to nature for inspi-
ration. In these printed patterns an initial comparatively rigid sub-
servience to geometry gave way to more fluid and naturalistic lines
and forms.* For woven textiles, including carpets, where he had
to rely on coarse fibers and large rectilinear grids to carry his pat-
terns, Morris continued to use conventional motifs, forms more
responsive, as he observed, to the nature of the materials and the
craft techniques. By pointedly identifying himself as an artist in
the Ruskinian sense, Morris was asserting that all the options from
realism to abstraction were equally open to him. His choices
among these options were influenced not only by the variety of
media in which he worked but also by his sense of propriety as he
adjusted his patterns to the places they were to occupy in interiors.

The theory of Ruskin and the work of Morris admitted realism.
The ideas of CHRISTOPHER DRESSER made no such admission. His
theories and patterns fall far to the left of Morris’s. Born in the
same year, 1834, Morris and Dresser were the two most influential
pattern designers of a younger generation, the two men who most
effectively put into practice, questioned, and developed the theo-
ries of their elders. Both turned to decorative design after early
accomplishment in other fields. But whereas Morris came to or-
nament as an artist and architect who responded with enthusiasm
to Ruskinian ideas, Dresser came as a scientist, a trained botanist,
and a pupil and apprentice of Owen Jones’s.” His ideas and his

ILL. 2.3 “Dessin 2 fleurs. 18 couleurs.” Jules Desfossé, Note
pour mm. présidents et membres du jury international concernant
Uétablissement de Jules Desfossé, fabricant de papiers peints, a
Paris (Paris [1855?]). Cooper-Hewitt Museum Library,
The Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of De-

sign, New York (M/748.4/D453N)

1LL. 2.4 East wall, Camera di S. Paolo, Parma. Antonio Allegri da Correg-
glo, 1518-19
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L. 2.5 Plate 5: “Border Ornaments of New Style.” Christopher Dresser,
Studies in Design (London, 1874—76). Thomas J. Watson Library, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art

career were grounded in the design establishment.

In 1862, three years after-Ruskin published his attack on Jones
in The Two Paths, Dresser mounted a counterattack in The Art of
Decorative Design. Branding Ruskin “the leader of the Natural
School,” Dresser found him dogmatic in his defense of the unity
of art. He charged that although Ruskin seemed to have a “true
feeling for pictorial art,” he had “little knowledge of ornament.”
Assuming the voice of a professional, a technically trained expert,
Dresser then rehearsed the principles of the school at South Ken-
sington and defended Jones’s Thirty-seven Propositions. By pre-
senting ornamental art in such concrete terms, by concocting ex-
pertise that could be tested, the South Kensington establishment
drew on the same appeals to science and certainty that historians
have identified with the rise of professionalism in many other
realms of nineteenth-century endeavor. The school had given
Dresser strong footing. _

Dresser went beyond the school’s teachings, however,- beyond
Jones’s rules, beyond any idea that decorative designing was largely
a matter of abstracting from the forms visible in nature to arrive
at conventional forms. Rather, he proposed a new way to create
ornament: the aspiring designer must first identify the underlying
principles of natural growth, then abstract from those principles
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using mathematics and the knowledge of a botanist to conceptual-
ize structures not necessarily visible.®* A great ornamental designer
could create forms never seen in nature, purely imaginative forms
designed in the ways that nature herself designs. The resulting or-
naments would be supernatural, superconventional, ideal in the
sense of being born of ideas in the mind, not of appearances in the
visible world. In The Art of Decorative Design Dresser wrote,
“Purely ideal ornament is that which is most exalted, it being
wholly a creation of the soul; it is utterly an embodiment of mind
in form, or an offspring of the inner man, and its origin and nature
give to it its elevated character.”** In “Ornamentation Considered
as High Art,” a paper he presented to the Royal Society of Arts in
London in 1871, he told his audience:

True ornamentation is of purely mental origin, and con-
sists of symbolised imagination or cmotion only. I there-
fore argue that ornamentation is not only fine art, but that
it is high art, . . . even a higher art than that practised by
the pictorial artist, as it is wholly of mental origin.*

In approaching nature analytically, not visually as Ruskin had,
Dresser had again separated ornament from the art of the painter.
Whether higher or lower, ornamental art as seen from the perspec-
tive of South Kensington continued to deny Ruskin’s insistence on
the unity of all art.

Dresser’s most distinctive contribution to his higher art of or-
namentation was a rich, bizarre, and personal vocabulary of forms
(1LLs. 2.5, 2.6; see also ILL. 3.11, FIG. 7.11). His patterns and orna-
ments of the 1870s, sharp-edged, angular, imbued with a look of
motion and dynamic growth, seem startlingly “modernistic” from
a post-1930s perspective. He not only sold his patterns to manu-
facturers in England and the United States but also published them
as illustrations in his many articles and books.*® The practicality
and concreteness of his lessons on design methodology made them
appealing texts for commercial designers.

Dresser’s published illustrations found their way to the drafting
boards of some Americans with little alteration. No matter how
enthusiastically one endorsed his theory that “true ornamentation
is of purely mental origin,” it was much easier to crib a Dresser
design than to invent a new pattern. Modern Surface Ornament, a
collection of ornamental plates published by CHARLES BOOTH in
New York in 1877 (see 1LL. 6.2), includes designs signed by little-
known Americans whose direct debt to Dresser is sometimes all
too apparent. Nevertheless, several of these designers showed
themselves to be “imaginative” and to be working as Dresser pre-
scribed, evolving a bestiary of creatures as strange as any invented
by medieval illuminators and an array of angular plant forms never
seen on this planet.®’

The following year, 1878, similar plates appeared in a short-
lived New York magazine, the Art-Worker (see 1LL. 6.3). J. O’Kane,
the publisher, offered his subscribers designs for furnishings and
interiors, interspersed with pages of surface ornament. Each
month he doled out a plate or two from the publications of major
British designers, including F. E. Hulme (1841-1909), E. W. GOD-
wiN, and J. MOYR smIiTH. O’Kane punctuated these plates with
ornamental designs by less familiar names, including four Amer-
icans whose work had also appeared in Modern Surface Ornament
and eight other designers.*® O’Kanc himself signed eleven of the
plates; on at least one of them (1LL. 2.7) his signature appears under
a motif lifted directly from Dresser.” This might not have been
quite the way Dresser envisioned influencing designers, but it is
clear evidence that by the late 1870s he was having a visible impact
on their work in the United States.

During the 1870s and 1880s the American trades that dealt in
papers and “stuffs” for interior decoration hailed the patterns of
both Dresser and Morris, and of their imitators, as examples of
“English art decoration.” Advertisers could count on the very



ILL. 2.6 Plate 54: “Ornaments to Be Used as ‘Powderings’ on Walls.” »
Christopher Dresser, Studies in Design (London, 1874-76). Thomas J.
Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

names Dresser and Morris, which they sometimes used together
in the same notice,* to signal “aesthetic” and “artistic” to perhaps
distinct segments of a public persuaded by different bits they had
read in the range of pronouncements about ornament. Depending
on which English guide one had read most recently, any degree of
abstraction, or its total absence, might seem artistically correct, as
might any identifiable style, whether historical or in the manner
of one of the newly published designers. American guides to de-
signing and choosing surface ornament yielded equally conflicting
instruction, since for the most part they were derived from English
sources. American magazines such as the Decorator and Furnisher
excerpted long passages from the writings of all the leading British
theorists whose ideas have been presented here, and many of the
British books were brought out in American editions.*

During the 1870s new American books offering guidance in the
decorative arts tended to recapitulate the theories of the left in the
English argument about surface ornament. Most American au-
thors of home-decorating guides recognized the threat that Rus-
kin’s opening up of possibilities represented to their campaign for
simplifying and improving household taste. One of these authors,
HARRIET PRESCOTT SPOFFORD, was a successful novelist who already
commanded a respectful public when in 1878 she published Art
Decoration Applied to Furniture (F1G. 2.3). Spofford brought the ideas
of the “English renaissance in decorative art” to her American
readers. Most of the English theory she had read, theory that had
inspired the recent production of objects she thought beautiful,
repeated the South Kensington dicta on ornamental design.

Siding with the school, refuting the mighty voice of John
Ruskin, she wrote:

Correggio, indeed, may paint his disputed wall surface of
rosy children peeping through trellises, covered with
blossoming vines; but only Correggio. The rest of us are
wiser to avoid that sort of realism on our walls, for the
simple reason, if for no nobler one, that it is absolutely
impossible in decency to set the furniture against the pic-
ture it makes, or to hang one picture on another.*

Spofford’s practical advice endorsed the South Kensington ap-

proach to ornament in tones that echo through many other Amer-
ican writings on decoration, such as the books Charles Wyllys El-
liott (1817-1883) and Henry Hudson Holly (1834-1892) brought
out in the late 1870s.% Such appeals to common sense encouraged
American acceptance of a position left of center in the controversy
in which abstraction was pitted against realism.

During the 1880s, however, Americans suffered some loss of
their faith in the arguments of the left in this English design con-
troversy. CLARENCE COOK, an influential New York art critic whose
devotion to the principles of John Ruskin was of long standing,
shook some of that American trust in South Kensington. In 1880
he noted that “we Americans . . . have blindly accepted the En-
glish dictum . . . and look upon . . . any but set conventional pat-
terns and sombre colors, as vulgar.” He reminded Americans that

France makes no account of one of the prime articles in
the creed of the modern English and American schools of
Decorative Art, that natural representation, . . . imita-
tions of all sorts, should be sedulously avoided. The
French permit themselves full liberty in this matter, imi-
tate any thing and every thing they can force into the ser-
vice of decoration, and when they feel like it, paint flow-
ers and fruits on wall-papers, or weave them into silks, or
print them upon chintzes, with such grace and truth to
nature, as to deceive the very elect.

Cook went on to hail a newfound choice between “a docile obe-
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iLL. 2.7 Plate 11: “Miscellaneous Design and Decoration.” J. O’Kane.
Art-Worker (Feb.- 1878). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art
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FIG. 2.3 Art Decoration Applied to Furniture (New York, 1878).
Harriet Prescott Spofford. Cover: 9¥4 X 71in. (23.5 X 17.8
cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harris Brisbane Dick

Fund, 1940 (40.31.7)
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Surface Ornament:

Wallpapers, Carpets, Textiles, and Embroidery

Catherine L)/nn

HEATED DEBATE about what constituted artful surface or-
nament continued throughout the Aesthetic era. From the 1870s
to the early 1890s, American producers, consumers, and critics of
the “stuffs” that covered most interior surfaces grappled with the
practicalities of interpreting and reconciling English theories of de-
sign, with all their unresolved disputes (see chap. 2). In the wall-
paper, carpet, and textile trades—which provided most of the sur-
face ornament for American interiors—designers, manufacturers,
and retailers used the words “aesthetic” and “art” with great free-
dom to describe their products. From trade to trade, the criteria
for applying those labels varied considerably. Outside the com-
mercial world, in the studios and amateur societies formed by em-
broiderers across the United States, contradictory notions about
art in design also bred different standards for calling patterns aes-
thetic.

Nonetheless, there were some areas of consensus. The worlds
of trade, amateur production, and connoisseurship generally
granted the validity of labeling decorative work aesthetic if it was
the product of a major artist or architect, or of a well-known de-
signer who called it “art.” Any ornamentation created by a “true”
artist was a candidate for aesthetic veneration—whether the pat-
tern was abstract, conventional, conforming to the theories of
OWEN JONES, spokesman for the English design establishment cen-
tered in London’s South Kensington district, or a realistic depiction
of natural forms, judged acceptable on the grounds that John Rus-
kin (1819-1900) had cited realistic painting as the most admirable
decoration. Ruskin, whose impassioned, sometimes inconsistent
criticism of art, architecture, and decoration was widely heeded in
England and America, was the most eminent proponent of artistic
freedom for designers (see chap. 2). American manufacturers and
shopkeepers of the 1870s and 1880s could be confident that patterns
in the distinctive personal styles of much-publicized English de-
signers, especially WILLIAM MORRIS and CHRISTOPHER DRESSER,
would be recognized as aesthetic. No matter that the two men’s
patterns looked not at all alike and that their ideas often placed
them on opposite sides in the design controversy: Morris with
Ruskin, Dresser with Jones.

The adjective “aesthetic”—or alternatively, “art”—was also
considered appropriate for certain traditional, or “exotic,” styles
and for modern adaptations of them. In all the American trades
and crafts that printed, wove, stitched, and purveyed patterns on
textiles and paper, traditional Japanese work and modern Anglo-
Japanesque versions of it were most readily acknowledged to be
carriers of the “art idea.” Novelty was part of the appeal of Japanese
art. Only since 1854, when Commodore Perry opened Japan to

trade with the West, had many Western artists and designers gained
access to Japanese products. Appreciation for the newly revealed
beauties of Japanese culture first nurtured in the art circles of Paris
and London in the late 1850s soon spread to the larger world of
commerce. Curio shops in Paris were offering Japanese objets d’art
for sale by 1858. The Japanese displays at the London International
Exhibition of 1862 excited an interest that continued to gather mo-
mentum in England over the next two decades. Much of the early
success of Liberty and Company of London, founded in 1875
largely as an import house, can be attributed to its profitable ca-
tering to the growing demand for Japanese goods.! Many Ameri-
cans were introduced to Japanese art at the Centennial Exposition
in Philadelphia in 1876. By the time Gilbert and Sullivan’s Mikado
opened in London in March of 1885, the English and American
fascination for things Japanese had been recognized as a “mania”
for at least five years.

Japanese imports and styles had acquired some of this popular
aesthetic prestige because they were associated with the tastes
of famous artists. The enthusiasms of JAMES ABBOTT MCNEILL
WHISTLER, who as an expatriate painter in Paris in the late 1850s
had “discovered” Japanese prints, were soon rivaled by those of
British artists and designers representing many camps in London’s
art world. Ruskin, Morris, and Dresser, as well as the painters
Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1898) and Dante Gabriel Rossetti
(1828-1882), his brother, the critic William Michael Rossetti
(1829-1919), and the architects RICHARD NORMAN SHAW and E. W.
GoDWIN, all collected Japanese art. Among American collectors
were the painters LOUIS COMFORT TIFFANY and SAMUEL COLMAN.?2
Some Japanese designs enjoyed special aesthetic status because they
could serve as demonstration pieces for South Kensington prin-
ciples. .

Near Eastern art and ornamentation based on Arabian, Moor-
ish, and Indian patterns garnered much the same regard, and on
the same grounds. A taste for creative blendings of objects and
decorations from these exotic cultures was cultivated by asso-
CIATED ARTISTS, the decorating firm Tiffany and Colman formed
with LOCKWOOD DE FOREST and CANDACE WHEELER in 1879. For
their wealthy clients the firm could provide whole rooms of intri-
cately carved Indian woodwork made in a factory set up in Ahmad-
abad by de Forest.? For less extravagant home furnishers with aes-
thetic aspirations, American carpet, textile, and wallpaper factories
turned out quantities of “exotic” patterns, cither copying Near
Eastern and Indian prototypes or freely combining motifs from
several cultures.

Smaller numbers of goods made or sold in America during the
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Aesthetic era carried the Greek and medieval motifs much valued
in the artistic enclaves of London. Interest in Gothic architecture
and decoration, which had inspired much of the mid-nineteenth-
century English work produced with a zeal to reform design, was
somewhat in abeyance by the 1870s, when the “English renaissance
in decorative art” had its real impact in America. By then, most
avant-garde English designers had turned to later models for their
domestic architecture and furnishings. The rooms in English
houses dating from the fifteenth through the eighteenth century,
cozier and more comfortable than medieval halls, were appreciated
as models more appropriate for modern interiors. Designs owing
a debt to Tudor, Elizabethan, and later periods were sometimes
called post-medieval, a term that revealed a concern for historical
accuracy. In common and commercial parlance they usually bore
the name Queen Anne, a confusing and (as Anne reigned for only
twelve years, from 1702 to 1714) historically almost irrelevant la-
bel. The writings of John Ruskin played no small part in piquing
a nostalgic sensitivity to the art inherent in the simple and vernac-
ular objects of everyday life in the past.* Post-medieval or Queen
Anne styles were almost always described as “quaint.”

The English reevaluation of eras so recently past encouraged
Americans to color their antiquarian studies with an appreciation
of the artistic merits of Colonial furnishings, which generations
just previous had dismissed as crude. As the centennial celebration
approached, the reproduction and adaptation of styles that were
thought to represent the tastes of eighteenth-century America be-
came closely linked to the Aesthetic movement. Influenced by the
English aesthetes’ animating quest for beauty, wherever it might
lead them, American printers, weavers, and embroiderers of the
1870s and 1880s revived and embellished upon Colonial renditions
of eighteenth-century Baroque, Rococo, and Neoclassical pat-
terns. The Colonial revival also sparked renewed interest in goods
from India and China that had been imported to the United States
during the eighteenth century. Elements from Indian chintzes and
Chinese painted silks and wallpapers were blended with the trend-
ier Japanese motifs in a vague “oriental” style that appealed to the
art enthusiasts.

Whether modeled on the styles of Colonial America or of other
places and times, most historical revival patterns of the Aesthetic
era flaunt a disdain for studied authenticity and accurate reproduc-
tion. Old patterns had value because they could inspire modern
and original creations. Perhaps it was that very rage to be original
that led, ironically, to the development of some common manner-
isms in the drawing and coloring of decorations, traits that lend a
certain sameness of flavor to much of the ornamental work of the
1870s and 1880s. From the distance of a hundred years, the atten-
uation, the delicacy, of many of the decorative forms of the Acs-
thetic era is striking. Flowers are often slender and fragile, stems
and foliage spindly. Such mannerisms, which mark even patterns
not usually identified with the aesthetes’ favorite styles, seem to
embody the period’s sense of artfulness.

The surfaces on which such delicate imagery is carried are often
themselves made to look extremely thin and fragile. Many of the
motifs are outlined in black or gold, and the coloring is flat, in
solid tints as South Kensington instructed, to avoid any illusion
of depth or projection. The much-favored gold and silver in pat-
terns on walls and the sheen of silk on fabrics stretched across
furnishings reflect light, increasing the impression that the two-
dimensional plane of ornament is superficial, without supporting
mass. Indeed, such details of drawing and coloring assured that in
a fully patterned room of the 1880s there could emerge very little
sense of architectural structure or weight. The artful eye savored
the illusion that even the walls were fragile films of nothing more
substantial than that precious, shimmering thing, ornament.

If such mannerisms can only generally be associated with some
commercial goods and crafted work that passed for aesthetic in
America, and if such visual qualities often elude the classifier, cer-
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tain motifs, however they might have been drawn, became virtual
stigmata of the Aesthetic movement: sunflowers, lilies, bulrushes
or cattails, cranes, fans, artists’ palettes, and peacock feathers. All
were featured in novelty prints and needlework patterns of the pe-
riod, often introduced within the most inhospitable of decorative
contexts.

Some specific styles and motifs, therefore, as well as the work
of certain artists, were recognized as “aesthetic” in all the trades
and crafts that dealt in wallpapers, carpets, textiles, and needle-
work. In the different contexts of factory, studio, and home, how-
ever, the diverse persuasive powers of individuals dedicated to
bringing art to commerce and fireside and the distinctive histories
of the various decorative industries fostered the interpretation of
aestheticism in myriad ways that preclude further generalization.
In the pages that follow I explore the ways each of these related
industries and crafts responded to contradictory English theories
about ornament, comparing and contrasting how each construed
the meaning of “art” as applied to its respective products.

I cannot pretend that the bases for my comparisons are as well
balanced as might be wished. More information has been pub-
lished, both during the period and since, about wallpapers and
needlework® of the late nineteenth century than about manufac-
tured textiles and carpets.® More samples of wallpaper and em-
broidery have survived as well, and the samples are more readily
accessible—reflecting not necessarily the durability of the goods
themselves but rather the interests of museums, private collectors,
and scholars. Major collections of wallpapers used in the United
States are available for study at the Cooper-Hewitt Muscum, New
York, and the Society for the Preservation of New England An-
tiquities, Boston. Among the many collections that preserve em-
broidery from this period I found those at The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, New York, and the Mark Twain Memorial, Hartford,
Connecticut, particularly useful. Quilts, treasured by those who
made them by hand during an era increasingly wary of mechani-
zation and lovingly preserved by those who inherited them, sur-
vive in especially large numbers. It is difficult to find a historical
society in the United States without a bequest of quilts, and the
National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C., has
a large, rich, and varied collection.”

In contrast, very few machine-made American carpets reflect-
ing aesthetic tastes have survived the intervening century of tramp-
ing feet, and only a small number of those have found their way
to major museums. The Stowe-Day Foundation in Hartford has
a collection of more than twenty remnants of mid- to late
nineteenth-century carpeting from Hartford-area houses, but ex-
amples of complete rugs are extremely rare. In the absence of
samples I have had to rely heavily on verbal descriptions, published
illustrations, and designs for carpets registered in the Patents and
Trademarks Office of the United States Department of Com-
merce. Although no recent studies exist, the major carpet-trade
journals of the era, the Carpet Trade and the Carpet Trade Review
(founded in 1868 and 1874, respectively, and consolidated into the
Carpet Trade and Review in 1882), printed lectures and articles, only
sometimes illustrated, by American carpet designers. The writers
voiced their reactions to English theories about surface ornament
and detailed their own schemes for bringing art to the masses
through carpet patterns.

Consistent with most American museums’ interest in more an-
tique textiles and in the handmade rather than the mass-produced,
few commercially manufactured textiles of the late nineteenth cen-
tury are to be found in their collections. Very few of the samples
are large enough to suggest their decorative effect, and fewer still
qualify as specifically “aesthetic.” Research on textiles is further
complicated by the fact that the enormous, multifaceted textile
industry, catering to the apparel as well as the decorating trades,
with specialized branches for spinning, weaving, dyeing, and print-
ing, could not be succinctly covered in a journal or two. Countless



swatches, most of them bound in books, have survived from the
period, but no reliable survey of this material has yet been made.
I have used one of the best-documented collections, from the
COCHECO MANUFACTURING COMPANY, a New England mill, along
with samplings from museums’ holdings, to suggest the ways aes-
thetic tastes affected the American textile industry.

My broad assessments of the impact of the Aesthetic movement
on wallpapers, carpets, textiles, and needlework in America re-
main suggestive at best. Lacking equivalent resources within these
four areas of research, I have in some cases ventured to compare
information and ideas derived strictly from reading written docu-
ments with information and ideas that came exclusively from vi-
sually assessing objects. The two kinds of evidence can differ im-
measurably. As more factory records, artists’ memoirs, and caches
of old textiles and carpets come to light and are studied, and as the
vast trade literature of the nineteenth century is more thoroughly
digested, I hope this overview will suggest areas for more conclu-
sive studies of late nineteenth-century pattern and ornament in
America.

Wallpaper

From the early 1870s through the early 1890s, American wallpaper
designers, manufacturers, and retailers, as well as their customers,
seem to have been more generally convinced of the rightness of
South Kensington theories than were their counterparts in the car-
pet and textile trades. In commercial contexts the term “art wall-
papers” very often implied conformity, visual or theoretical, to a
famous British designer’s work. Indeed many of the art wallpa-
pers sold in America were imported from England. _
Although wallpaper had been the object of much of the reform-
ing ardor of the bureaucrats, designers, and architects who cam-
paigned for the improvement of English design during the middle
decades of the nineteenth century, the papers of this early phase
apparently enjoyed little commercial success in America. Many of
the brightly colored, rather stiffly geometric patterns the would-
be reformers endorsed were inspired by the Near Eastern and
Moorish wall decorations Owen Jones featured in his Grammar of
Ornament (1856).% Others were based on the medieval ornamenta-
tion studied by Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1812-1852),
the pioneering crusader for the revival of Gothic architecture in
England.® These English designs are not mentioned in the many
mid-nineteenth-century advertisements [ studied, nor are they to
be found among the numerous surviving samples of wallpaper
used in America during the 1850s and 1860s. There is copious evi-

dence, however, that by the mid-1870s and for morc than a decade
thereafter most Americans who had any pretension to fashion were
choosing either imported English designs or imitations of them
when buying wallpaper. Such Anglophilia perhaps owed some
debt to the example of a few rich Americans and their architects.
It certainly was colored by the applications of South Kensington
design theory that CHARLES LOCKE EASTLAKE spelled out in his Hints
on Household Taste, which was first published in London in 1868
and came out in a Boston edition in 1872 (sec FIG. 4.1).

For Chiteau-sur-Mer, their Newport, Rhode Island, mansion,
Mr. and Mrs. George Peabody Wetmore chose several new English
papers and borders. The American architect Richard Morris Hunt
(1827-1895) enlarged and updated the house over the course of
nearly a decade beginning in 186¢. During much of that time Mr.
and Mrs. Wetmore were in England, and they could well have
purchased the wallpapers there.!® Among them was a wide border
pattern on which snarling doglike creatures confront one another
in pairs, their tails entwined with foliage (F1G. 3.1). The figures are
conventionalized in a studied. medieval manner and edged with
quatrefoils. The designer of this paper was the well-known English
architect WILLIAM BURGES, a fact we can only speculate might have
been known to the Wetmores or to Hunt and influenced their
choice. The motifs and the character of the drawing in this border
are identifiably medieval and therefore stylistically different from
the Japanism and conventionalized naturalism of the other English
papers chosen for the house. All of the papers, however, conform
to the canons of South Kensington. All are printed in flat, un-
shaded colors, boldly outlined to avoid any possible illusion of a
third dimension, and each displays a degree of abstraction and a
clear reliance on geometry in the placing and linking of the motifs,
in the very drawing of the curves.

Geometry is not so important in the pattern chosen for the din-
ing room (ILL. 3.1) in the house that a Hartford architect, Francis
Goodwin, designed in 1871 for his father, Major James Goodwin.
But the designer of the wallpaper (ILL. 3.2), again an important
English architect, E. W. Godwin, conformed to most other South
Kensington standards when he produced the Japanese pattern of
bamboo in 1872.

In the wallpaper patterns of these two English architects, as in
many others by their colleagues in England and the United States,
we can see the working out of South Kensington principles that
were especially congenial to architects. In Hints on Household Taste,
Eastlake popularized these principles, explaining that “as a wall
represents the flat surface of a solid material, which forms part of
the construction of a house, it should be decorated after a manner
which will belie neither its flatness nor solidity.” He went on to
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FIG. 3.1 Wallpaper frieze (remnant). William Burges, London, ca. 187s. Block printed in distemper on paper,
22%6 X s0in. (57 X 127 cm). Cooper-Hewitt Museum, The Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of
Design, New York, Gift of Edith and Maude Wetmore (1939.45.5)
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banish “all shaded ornament” as well as any “appearance of relief”
that might violate the sense of the physical reality of a wall. In his
hint on handling “natural forms” in wall decoration, he applied
some of Jones’s formulas: natural forms “should be treated in a
conventional manner, i.e. drawn in pure outline, and filled in with
flat color, never rounded.”"! Eastlake followed his own advice in
designing the wallpaper patterns that were illustrated on cight
sheets of colored paper and tipped into the Boston edition of Hints
on Household Taste (ILL. 3.3). Stencil-like in their simplicity, printed

in one or two flat colors on a colored ground, the designs had been.

adapted from what Eastlake called “early” and “fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century” Italian patterns.

P. B. WIGHT, an American architect, apparently followed similar
advice when, about 1875, he designed wallpapers.'? In the paper
shown in figure 3.2, he superimposed conventionalized tiger lilies
on a pattern derived from Gothic sources. Wight was a prominent
and vocal disciple of Ruskin and attempted to demonstrate Rus-
kinian principles in his architectural commissions. Yet this design
for wallpaper reveals his attraction to the same styles and manners
of drawing that had dominated decorative work by English archi-
tects since Pugin—including the two-dimensionality, stylization,

flat colors, and bold outlines that had come to be associated with
South Kensington and with Eastlake. We do not know whether
Wight agreed with Eastlake’s acceptance of the South Kensington
restrictions that limited the choices for wall decorations to such
abstract forms. Nor do we know whether he accepted Eastlake’s
Justification of these restrictions in moral terms. As a Ruskinian
architect, he must have considered himself an artist who could de-
fend both his choice of naturalistic carving for the capitals of col-
umns flanking the doors of the National Academy of Design in
New York and his decision to “descend,” to use Ruskin’s term, to
more abstract forms for subordinate decorations within interiors.
The fact that he designed wallpapers, as well as attended to count-
less other minor decorative details in his buildings, is evidence of
the power of Ruskin’s exhortations to move American architects
of this era to such work.

Just when Wight was designing wallpapers in the mid-1870s,
the budding design-world Anglophilia cherished by a limited
number of architects, and by the cultural elite closely connected
with them, was about to be transformed. It became a widespread
middle-class Anglomania expressed in so many purchases of En-
glish and English-inspired wallpapers that to at least one observer

iLL. 3.1 Dining room, James Goodwin house, Hartford, Conn. Francis Goodwin. Photograph, 1873.
Philip Lippincott Goodwin, Rooftrees, or the Architectural History of am American Family (Philadelphia, 1933).

Stowe-Day Foundation, Hartford, Conn.
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ILL. 3.2 Design for a wall decoration. E. W. Godwin, London, 1872.
Watercolor on tracing paper, 20% X 20% in. (52.5 X 52.5 cm). Inscribed:
Wall Decoration November 1872. Trustees of the Victoria and Albert
Museum, London (E.515.1963)

ILL. 3.3 “Design for a Wallpaper Adapted by C. L. Eastlake from an
Early Italian Pattern.” Charles Locke Eastlake, Hints on Household Taste
(1868; 1st Amer. ed. Boston, 1872). The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
The Jefferson R. Burdick Collection, Gift of Jefferson R. Burdick
(65.672.2)

the so-called Aesthetic movement was nothing more than “this
wallpaper movement.”!?

Eastlake’s book was certainly crucial in multiplying the num-
bers of American customers for English papers. But Eastlake men-

tioned only in passing William Morris, without whose work it is

hard to imagine that wallpapers would have become so extraordi-
narily popular in the United States during the Aesthetic era. It
seems unlikely that stiff conventionalization and relatively arcane
references to bizarre historical and exotic styles would ever have
had as broad an appeal as did Morris’s graceful depictions of com-

mon flowers and leaves, rendered in mellow colors derived from
his observations of nature and from his experiments with natural
dyes. The monochromatic effects Morris preferred proved more
useful to home decorators than the many hues in patterns colored
according to the scientific theories taught by the design schools. A
spokesman (perhaps Morris himself) for MORRIS AND COMPANY,
the firm Morris founded in London in 1861, wrote in 1883 that
“when all is done the result must be color, not colors.”

Morris began to experiment with wallpaper designs in 1862, but
not until 1864 were his first three patterns—Pomegranate (or
Fruit), Daisy, and Trellis—in production. Daisy, his second design
(FIG. 3.3), was the first to be printed.’ In creating Daisy, Morris
approached nature by way of Ruskin’s beloved Middle Ages, de-
picting growing tufts of conventionalized flowers like those in the
edges and foregrounds of a great many medieval tapestries. Ad-
hering to standards for wallpaper patterns sanctioned by South
Kensington, he lined the tufts up in straight rows, spacing them to
fall at geometrically determined intervals on the crossings of a dia-
mond grid. Queen Anne (ILL. 3.4), based on an eighteenth-century
textile at the South Kensington Museum (now the Victoria and
Albert Museum), which had opened in 1857, represents another
relatively early group of Morris papers. Morris and Company was
offering Queen Anne for sale about 1870, around the same time
Morris introduced Venetian and Indian.’® These patterns give evi-
dence that Morris shared the enthusiasm of contemporary archi-
tects for reviving post-medieval ornamentation. He used and sup-
ported the South Kensington group’s new museum, and about
1871 he also seems to have experimented with their approach to
decorative design when he added to his line two patterns of rather
stifly conventionalized foliage: Scroll and Branch.

Between 1872 and 1876 Morris created nine new patterns, in-
cluding Willow of 1874 (iLL. 3.5), that displayed a marked inde-
pendence from the prevailing styles and approaches to ornamental
design.!” In discovering his singular gift for interpreting the grace-
ful.curves of growing plants in lines that responded to the dictates
of his eye, not of a compass, Morris seems to have followed Ruskin
to nature. These new, more distinctive papers were shown along
with Morris’s earlier designs in the display of the London wall-
paper manufacturer JEFFREY AND COMPANY at the Philadelphia
Centennial Exposition in 1876. When Americans saw Morris’s pat-
terns, they seem to have responded to his interpretations of natural
growth with much greater enthusiasm than they had to either the
mimetically mirrored floral imagery of the French or the carnestly
studied abstractions from nature of the English design schools.

Prior to the Centennial Morris’s wallpapers had been appre-
ciated only in relatively elitist circles in America. His papers sold
especially well in Boston, the city perhaps most closely associated
with aesthetic tastes.'® According to a report presented to the
United States Senate in 1885,

it was in November, 1870 . . . that the first importation
into Boston . . . of the artistic wall-papers designed and
manufactured by the poet William Morris in England,
was made by Mr. N. Willis Bumstead who, returning
from a visit to England, sought to introduce the new En-
glish ideas in regard to the decoration of interiors. To ef-
fect this he fitted up some rooms in the English style and
opened them for inspection in April 1871.%

J. M. Bumstead and Company was then acting as American agent
for Morris and Company.

In 1873 William Dean Howells (1837-1920), editor of the Atlan-
tic Monthly, the magazine that gave voice to Boston’s literati, wrote
to his friend Henry James (1843-1916), “We have done some aes-
thetic wall-papering, thanks to Wm. Morris whose wall-papers are
so much better than his poems.” He described a few other details
of his interior decorating, and concluded, “I try not to be proud.”
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FIG. 3.2 Tiger Lilies (design for a wallpaper). P. B. Wight, Chicago, ca. 1875. Gouache on paper,
10%2 X 10%21in. (26.7 X 26.7 cm). Signed: pBw. The Art Institute of Chicago
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FIG. 3.3 Daisy wallpaper (sample). Designed by William Morris, made
by Jeffrey and Company, London, 1864. Block printed in distemper on
paper, 31 X 23 in. (78.7 X $8.4 cm). Trustees of the Victoria and Albert

Museum, London

iLL. 3.4 Queen Anne wallpaper (sample). De-
signed by William Morris, madec by Jeffrey and
Company, London, ca. 1868—70. Block printed
in distemper on paper, 36 X 22in. (91.5 X 56
cm). Whitworth Art Gallery, University of
Manchester, England

L. 3.5 Willow wallpaper (sample). Designed by
William Morris, made by Jeffrey and Company,
London, 1874. Block printed in distemper on
paper, 31 X 23 in. (78.7 X $8.4 cm). Trustees
of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London

L. 3.6 Sunflower wallpaper (sample). Designed
by William Morris, made by Jeffrey and Com-
pany, London, 1879. Machine printed on paper,
27 X 21in. (68.5 X $3.3 cm). Trustees of the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London

L. 3.7 Willow Bough wallpaper (sample). De-
signed by William Morris, made by Jeffrey and
Company, London, 1887. Machine printed on

paper, 27 X 21in. (68.5 X §3.3 cm). Trustees

of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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Yet two years later Howells’s flush of housepride had subsided. He
seemed quite tired of it all when he wrote an unfavorable review
of Morris’s new volume of poems, comparing them to “looking
through a modern house . . . adorned with tiles, and painted in
the Pompeian style, or hung with Mr. Morris’ own admirable
wall-papers; it is all very pretty indeed; charming; but . . . it is so
well aware of its quaintness, that, on the whole, one would rather
not live in it.”?

The quaintness of Morris’s wallpapers may have become cloy-
ing as early as 1875 in the circles Howells frequented, but the era
of their real popularity in America had not begun. Nor had all of
Boston’s intellectual and social elite seen too much of them:
Charles Wyllys Elliott (1817-1883), Boston's most active entrepre-
neur of products of the “English renaissance,” included a photo-

Below: 1LL. 3.8 Bedroom, John J. Glessner house, Chicago. Archival
photograph, The Glessner House, Chicago Architecture Foundation
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graph of a Harvard College study with a frieze papered in Morris’s
Daisy pattern in his Book of American Interiors, which appeared in
1876, the same year Morris’s papers were exhibited at the Centen-
nial fair.? After that most public of showings, enthusiasm for
Morris wallpapers, both the originals and much cheaper American
imitations of them, was expressed in sales far beyond the confines
of Boston. American decorating guides endorsed and intensified
this enthusiasm. In Art Decoration Applied to Furniture, published in
1878 (see FIG. 2.3), HARRIET PRESCOTT SPOFFORD analyzed and de-
tailed “the merit of conventionalized treatment” in Morris’s Jas-
mine paper, “where the tints were more suggestively and conven-
tionally treated than the shapes.”?

Morris’s early conformity to the standards of South Kensington
may have furnished the basis for Spofford’s appreciation of his pat-

Opposite: 1LL. 3.9 Alcestis, La Margarete, Lily and Dove (wallpaper set).
Designed by Walter Crane, made by Jeffrey and Company, London, ca.
1875—76. Walter Smith, Industrial Art, vol. 2 of The Masterpieces of the
Centennial International Exhibition (Philadelphia [1877?]). Thomas J. Wat-
son Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Far left: L. 3.10 Design Patent No. 9982 (wall-
paper). Christopher Dresser, London, assignor
to Wilson and Fenimore, Philadelphia, May 15,
1877. United States Patents and Trademarks
Office, Washington, D.C.

Left: F1G. 3.4 Ceiling paper (remnant). Ameri-
can, ca. 1880—90. Machine printed on embossed
paper, 20 X 18%in. (SI.4 X 46 cm). Society
for the Preservation of New England Antiqui-
ties, Boston (1985.26.4)

Below: F16. 3.5 Ceiling paper (remnant). Ameri-
can, ca. 1880. Machine printed on embossed pa-
per, 8% X 14%in. (22.5 X 37.5 cm). Society
for the Preservation of New England Antiqui-
ties, Boston (1985.25.5)

terns, but it was the naturalism in his designs, not the stylization,
that was beginning to distinguish them from other English pat-
terns she admired. This distinction was underlined, and American
enthusiasm-for Morris papers was encouraged, by American pub-
lication of Morris’s thoughts on what he called “the lesser arts.” In
1878 Robert Brothers of Boston issued as a monograph The Dec-
orative Arts: Their Relation to Modern Life and Progress. In this, his
first public lecture, delivered in London during the previous De-
cember, Morris professed that “at the root” he believed that “every
thing made by man’s hands has a form, which must be either beau-
tiful or ugly; beautiful if it is in accord with Nature, and helps her;
ugly if it is discordant with Nature, and thwarts her.”?* American
devotees of Ruskin who had perceived in Morris’s patterns a sym-
pathetic image of nature must have been reassured by this
confirmation that Morris gave priority to firsthand observation of
nature as Ruskin had demanded.

His relaxed confidence that naturalism was perfectly acceptable
as decoration allowed Morris to portray identifiable plants and
flowers such as the sunflower in his wallpaper pattern of 1879 (ILL.
3.6). Sunflower was one of about ten papers Morris designed be-
tween 1876 and 1883,% the year of the Boston Foreign Fair, the
next major American exhibition of Morris papers for which rec-
ords survive.? In 1883 Morris and Company reported that Sun-
flower was its biggest seller. The pattern’s popularity was probably
duc largely to the current cult-object status of its central motif, but
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Sunflower, like the other papers of these years, was also appealing
because it demonstrated Morris’s ability to “sharpen our dulled
senses” of the alliance of decoration with nature.?’

By the time he died in 1896 Morris had designed a total of more
than fifty wallpaper patterns, many of them outstanding examples
of what he recognized as “those wonders of intricate patterns . . .

that men have so long delighted in . . . that do not necessarily
imitate Nature, but in which the hand of the craftsman is guided
to work in the way that she does.”? The ease with which he could
“mask the construction of our pattern enough to prevent people
from counting the repeats,” managing “to lull their curiosity to
trace it out,” distinguished this artist’s work from the more me-
chanically plotted and measured configurations of pattern elements
worked out under the influence of South Kensington.?® With in-
creasing frequency in his later wallpapers, Morris introduced illu-
sionistic shading and a sense of depth, if no more than an inch or
$0.% His drawing sometimes also admitted depictions of the idio-
syncratic turns and twists of individual, rather than idealized,
plants. This can be seen most readily by comparing Willow of 1874
(see ILL. 3.5) with Willow Bough of 1887 (1LL. 3.7). '
After 1876 the use of Morris wallpapers in America could al-
most be equated with aesthetic aspiration. In many photographs
of rooms in the great, and lesser, houses of the Aesthetic era Morris
papers cover the walls (1L. 3.8).% The evidence also includes pa-
pers that survive in situ, though often in fragments, and countless



advertisements for Morris papers in every major city.* In fact, the
Morris phenomenon introduced a new note in the infant American
advertising business: the marketing of Morris’s highly recogniz-
able wallpapers proved to be one of the first experiments in pros
moting designer-labeled consumer products. There were innu-
merable references to Morris papers in American decorating
guides, in popular fiction, and in jingles that poked fun at people
who hung his wallpaper. In 1882 a writer for the Critic, a New
York literary magazine, jested,

And it happened that Mr. William Morris, an upholsterer,
who had designed some tasteful wall-papers, had ob-
tained a reputation as a poet of the Spenserian school. The
combination of poetry and upholstery was so uncommon
that many people were induced to buy his wall-papers.
Having bought them, they were bound to find gimcracks
that should match them. Their houses being thus fur-
nished in a new style, they found it necessary to dress in
harmony with the prevailing colors. Then the jokers said
that they must not only dress but live up to their furni-
ture. So a few wall-papers effected a revolution . . . and
the result was pretty, simple, and picturesque.®

Above: 1L, 3.11 Wallpaper (fragment). Designed
by Christopher Dresser, ca. 1877. Machine
printed on paper, 20% X 15%in. (75.5 X 39
cm). Marked: Dr. DRESSER INV. Cooper-Hewitt
Museum, The Smithsonian Institution’s Na-
tional Museum of Design, New York, Gift of
Wilmer Moore (1941.17.1)

Right: ¥16. 3.6 Lincrusta-Walton (remnant). Brit-
ish or American, 1880s. From the John D.
Rockefeller house, New York. Embossed and
gilded composition material, 22% X 18% in.

(58 X 47 cm). Cooper-Hewitt Museum, The
Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of
Design, New York, Gift of John D. Rockefeller,

Jr. (1937.57.3)
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The interest in both Morris papers and South Kensington ideas
that had been mounting in the United States just prior to the Cen-
tenmal apparently sharpened American interest in other English
wallpapers that Jeffrey and Company showed at the Philadelphia
exhibition. Of these, WALTER CRANE’s ambitious allegorical set (1LL.
3.9), which included a wallpaper frieze (Alcestis), a fill (La Mar-
garete), and a dado (Lily and Dove), was most often pictured in
American books and articles about the exhibition and about dec-
orating. Crane chose a literary theme: wifely virtue as it had been
mterpreted by Chaucer in his Legend of Good Women. Some criti-
cized the choice of so lofty a subject for a mere wallpaper; an article
in the Furniture Gazette in 1876 cited Crane’s papers as “an instance
of attempting too much with a paper” and of “putting too much
meaning into a wall paper and thus obtruding it beyond its proper
place as a decorative background.”** But Crane clearly recognized
no limit to his ambition to bring art and its attributes to commer-
cial products. The central figure in the frieze is the virtuous Alces-
tis, "wife of Admetus, King of Thessaly. When Alcestis willingly
died in her husband’s stead, Hercules wrestled Death to bring her
back from the underworld. Crane has depicted her in classical
garb, her hand held fast by the winged god of love, and surrounded
her with the allegorical attendants of the ideal wife: Diligence, Or-
der, Providence, and Hospitality. The marguerite in the fill paper,
medieval in character and closely based on Morris’s Daisy (see FiG.
3.3), symbolizes innocence; the lily and dove in the dado stand for
purity. By intermingling classical and medieval themes, Crane was
responding to contemporary literary and artistic preoccupations.
Hellenism—the aesthetic taste for Greek culture, colored by misty
romanticism rather than studied with archaeological rigor—is well
represented in this set of wallpapers. Crane approached a classical
theme through the veil of medieval graphic stylization and the sen-
sibilities of Chaucer, whose poetry is worked into the frieze and
fill patterns. This vagueness and mingling of times and styles is
very different from the sharp antiquarian focus on diligently stud-
ied Greek palmettes and frets of other phases of classical revival.

Creating horizontal wall divisions with a frieze, a fill, and a
dado became the favored way to handle wallpaper during the de-
cade following the Centennial. In 1873 Christopher Dresser had
commended this way of using wallpaper in Principles of Decorative
Design. He urged the decorator to “proceed as an artist, and not as
a mere workman,” by selecting several patterns for any given wall
and arranging them thoughtfully.®® In 1875 Jeffrey and Company
simplified the problem of choosing artistic combinations’ of pat-
terns by having their artists design matching frieze, fill, dado, and
ceiling papers. Though in fact such sets had been standard fare in
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L. 3.12 “A Dado Designed by Mr. L. C. Tif-
fany.” Carpentry and Building (Dec. 1880). Art,
Prints and Photographs Division, The New
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, Tilden
Foundations

the French wallpaper trade in the early nineteenth century, MET-
FORD WARNER of Jeffrey and Company claimed that his firm was
the first to introduce them.* The precedent they set was quickly
taken up by American wallpaper manufacturers (see ILLS. 3.13,
3.14, 3-17).

Dresser’s impact on the design and use of wallpaper in America
rivaled, but did not quite match, Morris’s influence during the late
1870s and all through the 1880s. Although Morris and Ruskin in-
spired artists to design wallpapers and designers to study nature,
unlike Dresser they neither explained nor illustrated just how one
went about preparing patterns for manufacturers. Although Mor-
ris’s writings were more widely known to the American public
than were Dresser’s, and although Morris’s papers were imported
and imitated by American firms, Morris himself never came to the
United States, nor did he design for American manufacturers.
Dresser did both. He visited the Centennial Exposition in 1876,
and while he was in Philadelphia he lectured on design at the Penn-
sylvania Museum and School of Industrial Art.>” The next year the
Philadelphia wallpaper manufacturers Wilson and Fenimore reg-
istered in the United States Patents Office thirteen designs by
“Christopher Dresser of London” (1LL. 3.10).%® No printed papers
that correspond to these patterns have yet come to light, but wall-
papers do survive from the period that appear to be American-
made and that look very much like Dresser’s. Among seven such
papers at the Society for the Preservation of New England An-
tiquities are some that are plays on vaguely Near Eastern and rather
specifically Egyptian models (F1G. 3.4) and others that feature more
imaginative, supernatural forms (FIG. 3.5). These may be Dresser’s
own work, or they may be derivations from it by commercial de-
signers. Dresser himself designed the paper shown in illustration
3.11, one of his exercises in the Japanesque;* his name is printed
in the margin. There is no evidence, however, that this paper was
printed by an American firm. It could well have been manufac-
tured by one of the several English firms for whom Dresser de-
signed wallpapers.

Dresser was among many of his generation who found that the
principles of design they valued had been worked out in the most
Interesting ways in Japanese patterns. Japanesque wallpapers by
Godwin (see 1L. 3.2) and by BRUCE J. TALBERT, another major
British architect, were reproduced in American magazines. A pat-
tern in the manner of Talbert, or perhaps his own design, survives
in a piece of Lincrusta-Walton taken from the dining room of the
John D. Rockefeller house in New York, where it was hung during
the 1880s (FIG. 3.6). Lincrusta-Walton is the brand name of the
most widely advertised of several composition materials that were



patented in response to a demand for ornamentation in high relief.
As in this example, wall coverings with raised patterning were
often gilded. During the Aesthetic era many wallpaper dealers of-
fered Lincrusta-Walton alongside embossed imitation-leather pa-
pers made in Japan.* Especially when gilded, they were reminis-
cent of leather wall coverings of the seventeenth century and must
have been appealing to those attracted to that many-faceted style,
the Queen Anne.

Japanesque patterns, Modern Gothic designs by Talbert and
others, and the more idiosyncratic papers by Dresser were very
probably among the ones described as “Quaint, Rare and Curious
Papers by Eminent Decorative Artists” in an advertisement for
wallpapers published in New York in 1883.* Innovations in the
manner of treatment, whether of historical motifs or natural ob-
jects, were closely associated with the “artistic.” The freedom de-
signers took with styles was valued more than were faithful ren-
ditions of them, at least by enough of the artistically inclined to
encourage the advertiser to use the word “curious” in his copy.

Other American advertisers indulged in name-dropping. In
1877 an interior-decorating company in Pittsburgh published a
handbill announcing, “In addition to Owen Jones, and Morris—
after Eastlake—we have the designs of Dr. Dresser, (at present
lecturing on Household Art in this country).” American retailers
often coupled the names Morris and Dresser in their advertise-
ments. The differences in the approaches to nature that separated
the two were not significant enough to prevent a wallpaper dealer
in Cincinnati from citing the imported designs of both Morris and
Dresser, along with those of Eastlake, as “Modern Art in Paper
Hangings” for 1882.*2 The decorating guides also linked the names
of the two famous English designers. Their very different papers
were equally valued by writers such as Constance Cary Harrison
(1843-1920). In Woman’s Handiwork in Modern Homes Harrison
noted as part of her proud assessment of the improvement in
American taste during the years preceding 1881 that the wallpapers
“of Dresser and of Morris, are familiar in our houses.”*?

The sale of English art wallpapers contributed dramatically to
the growth of the American wallpaper trade through the 1870s and
1880s. The use of the imports in large part constituted aestheticism
as the word was popularly and commercially applied to wallpaper
in the United States. In 1879, “to show the progress made in the
designing of wall-papers of late years,” the Chicago firm of John
J. McGrath sponsored an exhibition that featured work by the ma-
jor British designers. Three hundred papers were shown, many
of them framed like works of art, others displayed in a series of
room vignettes. The opening was covered in the American Architect
and Building News, whose reviewer noted papers by “J. Moyr
Smith, B. J. Talbert, Dr. Dresser, Walter Crane, William Morris

. and the late E. W. Pugin and Owen Jones,” as well as by
French manufacturers, describing several in great detail. This
lengthy account was reprinted in the Scientific American Supplement
in April of 1879. McGrath was one of a few American wallpaper
manufacturers who attempted to “aestheticize” their products by
imitating English designs and also, again following English prec-
edent, by hiring “eminent” artists. During the 1870s McGrath
printed wallpaper patterns created for the firm by American archi-
tects, including P. B. Wight, Russell Sturgis (1836-1909), and_]ohn
Wellborn Root (1850-1891).%

By 1880 a New York firm, WARREN, FULLER AND COMPANY, Was
manufacturing wallpapers designed by the painters Louis Comfort
Tiffany and Samuel Colman.*® The papers were frequently adver-
tised and sometimes illustrated in the magazines, where a Japa-
nesque dado pattern by Tiffany (ILL. 3.12) appeared most often. By
Jjuxtaposing rectangles of various sizes and filling them with many
separate clements Tiffany created a collage-like, almost patchwork
effect. This way of putting together unrelated motifs is derived
from Japanese sources, as are some of the motifs in the pattern,
including the Prunus branch and the pine bough. The bizarre styl-

ization of plant forms in some of the narrow bandings that edge
the dado follows examples from the South Kensington texts.

In 1880 Warren, Fuller and Company published a small pro-
motional book entitled “What Shall We Do with Our Walls?” (F1G.
3.7). The well-known New York art critic CLARENCE COOK wrotc
the text, which he illustrated with five plates showing wallpaper
designs by Tiffany and Colman. Both of the Tiffany designs are
for ceiling papers, one a pattern of snowflakes, the other of cle-
matis and spider webs Japanesque in fecling. One of Colman’s de-
signs, also for a ceiling paper;-is a pattern of stylized butterflics,
rigidly aligned, alternating with squares in a grid. In each of his
two other designs Colman detailed a full array of fricze, fill, and
dado patterns, with the requisite borders separating the major cle-
ments. The same dado—conventionalized tufts of flowers and fo-
liage set within the bold structure of a modified scale pattern—
appears in both of these plates, but the multiple borders and the
frieze and fill patterns vary. The thick, curvaceous tangle of onc
fill pattern (1LL. 3.13) seems to owe some debt to Morris. The other
fill pattern, the dado, the friezes, and all the borders are more stiffly
conventionalized in the manner of the English schools of design.
The leaves on the frieze and borders in illustration 3.13 bear resem-
blances too striking to be entirely coincidental to drawings of
horse-chestnut and ivy leaves in Jones’s Grammar of Ornament.*

FIG. 3.7 “What Shall We Do with Our Walls?” (New York, 1880). Clarence
Cook. Cover: 9% X 7%sin. (23.8 X 17.9 cm). Private collection
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FG. 3.8 Wallpaper (fragment). Designed by Candace Wheeler, 1881, made by Warren, Fuller
and Company, New York, 1882. Machine printed on paper, 9% x 20% in. (24.1 x $1.4
cm). Sunworthy Wall Coverings Collection, Reed Decorative Products, Ltd., Brampton,

Ontario, Canada

Above: F1G. 3.10 Wallpaper border (fragment). American, ca. 1880-90.
Machine printed on paper, 19% X 24% in. (50.2 X 62.5 cm). Society for
the Preservation of New England Antiquities, Boston (1985.26.6)

Left: F1G. 3.9 Wallpaper (fragment). Probably American, 1860-70. From
the Norton house, Suffield, Conn. Machine printed on embossed paper,
11 X gin. (27.9 X 22.9 cm). Stowe-Day Foundation, Hartford, Conn.
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ILL. 3.15 Wallpaper (sample). Cresswell and Washburn, Philadelphia, ca.
1880—~90. From the Dearborn-Woodbury house, Wakefield, Mass. Ma-
chine printed on paper, 33% X 19%21in. (85.7 X 49.5 cm). Society for
the Preservation of New England Antiquities, Boston (1969.557.1)

Lockwood de Forest, who based his patterns on Indian sources,
also designed papers for Warren, Fuller and Company.#’ In 1882
Candace Wheeler became yet another of the Associated Artists
who furnished patterns for the wallpapers printed by this manu-
facturer. Her entry in a competition sponsored by Warren, Fuller
and Company in 1881 had won the thousand-dollar first prize.*
The prize-winning design was illustrated in an edition of “What
Shall We Do with Our Walls?” that appeared in 1883 (ILL. 3.14).
Hives among clover fill the dado, a few stray bees buzzing between
circles of clover make up the frieze, and a honeycomb serves as
background for the fill pattern of bees swarming in clover. A tiny
fragment of the fill pattern, the only known surviving bit of this

8o In Pursuit of Beauty

paper, is shown in figure 3.8.

The drawing in Wheeler’s set of wallpapers is slightly more re-
alistic than the designs by Colman and Tiffany, but it gives only
the faintest hint that she delighted in the potential for creating ar-
tistic illusions offered by the prospect of decorating a wall. As an
artist working with her fellow artists to bring art to decoration,
she prized the power of artifice. “To be constantly reminded of the
wall as a wall, as a solid piece of masonry,” she wrote in an article
published in 1895, “is what we must avoid.”* Her words have the
ring of phrases set down in conscious reaction to the advice from
Eastlake’s Hints on Household Taste that was quoted at the beginning
of this section.- Wheeler recognized no separation of design from
art, no limitation of her choices. In tailoring designs to meet the
fashionable criteria of the judges in Warren, Fuller and Company’s
competition she perhaps avoided the illusionistic only because she
knew that to the ambitious firm “art wallpapers” meant conven-
tional and two-dimensional patterns.

Evidence that the term meant pretty much the same to the
American manufacturers who made less costly papers exists in the
form of numerous samples of their products in museum collections
and manufacturers’ archives, as well as on the walls of both modest
and grand houses.>® These machine-printed papers from the Aes-
thetic era reinforce the impression given by the late nineteenth-
century trade magazines, that making imitations of English art pat-
terns was an important part of the business of major American
wallpaper factories. The samples include Modern Gothic designs
(F1G. 3.9) and patterns in which Japanese themes are varied by the
addition of Gothic motifs such as quatrefoils (FIG. 3.10), as well as
Near Eastern patterns (ILL. 3.15), printed in muted pastel shades
rather than in the primary colors that had been favored at mid-
century. ‘ ,

Artful naturalism dominates many of these American wallpa-
pers of the Aesthetic era, both machine prints and more expensive
block prints (k16. 3.11). The trellis in figure 3. 11, which is indebted
both to Japanese sources and to one of Morris’s first patterns, Trel-
lis,>! represents a favorite wallpaper theme of the 1870s and 1880s.
The paper in illustration 3.16, an ingenious derivation from Mor-
ris’s Willow pattern (see ILL. 3.5) to which Japanesque flowers have
been added, suggests the way distinctive styles were blended in
some prints. Imitations of Morris’s designs and of Japanese textile
patterns interpreted in an Anglo-Japanesque manner (FIG. 3.12) are
often found among inexpensive American-made papers of the pe-
riod. These papers are evidence of the beneficial effects artists and
architects had on the design of decorative products, even when
their efforts were only reflected in imitations on this most com-
mercial level. During the late 1870s more American architects and
artists turned to wallpaper manufacturers than to carpet and textile
firms as allies in their artistic mission.

Larger numbers of surviving papers demonstrate the way most
American manufacturers responded to the enthusiasm for Japanese
asymmetry. In an era when making scrapbooks was considered an
artful pastime, many of these wallpapers looked rather like scrap-
book pages, paste-ups of framed pictures or most any other snip-
pets of imagery, often overlapping one another. Designers ar-
ranged the elements in configurations as random as the demands
of the mechanical repeats of printing rollers would allow. Some
brought to the asymmetrical format a discordant array of novel
motifs, such as the views of Niagara Falls and the Brooklyn Bridge
juxtaposed with Japanese vases in one paper (FiG. 3.13). Others
were more faithful to their Japanese sources in choosing motifs
and to English design-school principles in maintaining two-
dimensionality.>? .

For ordinary Japanese-inspired papers, most American manu-
facturers adopted a palette featuring olive greens, maroons, pale
creamy yellow, black, and metallic gold. This comparatively drab
color scheme secems to have been derived from the subdued col-
orings in designs by Morris and the subtle combinations of pale



Above: F1G. 3.11 Wallpaper (remnant). American,
1875-85. From the Bush house, Salem, Oreg.
Block printed on paper, 13'%¢ X 18 in.

(35.3 X 45.7 cm). Cooper-Hewitt Museum,
The Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum
of Design, New York, Gift of the Salem Art
Association, Oreg. (1972.21.5)

Right: F1G. 3.12 Wallpaper (remnant). American,
1880~-90. From the Manse, Deerfield, Mass.
Machine printed on paper, 22 X 19% in.

(56 x 50.3 cm). Cooper-Hewitt Museum, The
Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of
Design, New York, Gift of Deerfield Academy
(1972.51.3)
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hues, strong accent colors, and gold in Japanese prints and textiles.
The large American factories applied variations of the scheme not
only to “art wallpapers” but also to patterns of every description.
The bulk of the commercial wallpaper produced in America in the
1880s was printed in relatively dull, muted shades, markedly dif-
ferent from the light, bright, clear colors favored in French-
inspired papers of mid-century. The drab colors in papers of every
description were by-products of aestheticism that changed the look
of many rooms otherwise untouched by the new English styles.
A proliferation of borders was another such by-product. It is
easy to imagine that the artful might have appreciated the way
borders set off walls and ceilings in much the same way frames did
paintings. American wallpaper manufacturers produced large
quantities of inexpensive borders: both narrow paper edgings to
accent larger borders (friezes and dados) and borders to frame ceil-
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ings.>® During the 1880s combinations of borders became standard
finishes for nearly every wall, no matter how far removed from
the Aesthetic movement a home furnisher might have remained
(ILr. 3.17).

All the clements for wallpaper design, and sometimes whole
patterns, were freely borrowed from English sources by American
manufacturers. The cheaper American copies were based on “orig-
inals”—ZEnglish art wallpapers as well as ambitious patterns by
major American artists—which were the least expensive products
of the leaders of the Aesthetic movement. Wallpapers were the first

‘examples of the new art decoration available to many Americans,

and the papers carried aesthetic themes to broad audiences. In
many American homes wallpaper served as a harbinger of the Aes-
thetic movement, and the generous use of wallpaper was to remain
closely identified with the movement itself.



Opposite left: L. 3.16 Wallpaper (remnant).
American, 1880s. From Carolina, R.I. Block
printed on paper, 39 X 22%in. (100 X §7 cm).
Cooper-Hewitt Museum, The Smithsonian
Institution’s National Museum of Design, New
York, Gift of Elizabeth Albro (1972.39.3)

Opposite right: 1L1. 3.17 Wallpaper combination.
H. J. Goth and Brother, A Few Suggestions for
Interior Decoration (Bethlehem, Pa., 1884). Avery
Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University, New York

Right: piG. 3.13 Wallpaper (remnant). American,
1880s. From the Bixby house, Salem, Mass.
Machine printed on paper, 29%¢ X 19% in.

(75 X 49.5 cm). Cooper-Hewitt Museum, The
Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of
Design, New York, Gift of Grace Temple Lincoln
(1938.62.18)
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Carpets

Rugs imported from Turkey, Persia, India, and elsewhere ir: the
East were prized and collected as works of art during the Aesthetic
period. They were associated with aestheticism to the exclusion of
most carpets made in the United States and England. Writers of
guides for interior decorating from Eastlake to Cook popularized
reverence for Eastern geometry and handwork in rugs. They
spurned the wall-to-wall carpets made on Western machines, pre-
ferring the orientals, surrounded by expanses of polished wood
floors.>

Trade in these imports, the most valued “art carpets” of the day,
flourished both in stores offering a general range of home furnish-
ings and in newly opened specialized rug shops. During the 1870s
several such shops opened in New York on “Ladies’ Mile”—
Broadway from Fourteenth to Twenty-third Street. Major retailers
regularly took out full-page advertisements in the carpet-trade
magazines to list Persian, Moorish, Turkish, and other oriental
rugs; in 1880, for example, W. and J. Sloane of New York adver-
tised rugs “selected with much care by their own agent in the
East.”%s

‘ILL. 3.18 “Pioneer Persian Three-Ply No. 3776.” Hartford
Carpet Company, Conn. Carpet Trade and Review (Oct.
1883). Art, Prints and Photographs Division, The New
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, Tilden Foundations
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From the East as well, American carpet merchants imported
mattings. Mattings had long been standard offerings in the carpet
business, but Americans’ interest in them was fueled by reports in
the press that Whistler and Godwin used mats both in their own
homes and in rooms they decorated for exhibitions.> An article in
the Carpet Trade Review in November 1880 described the actress
Sarah Bernhardt’s Paris apartment as “in Japanese style,” with
“matting of a musty color, enlivened here and there by curious
specimens of fancy straw mats.”* The Mikado craze also boosted
sales. The advertising pages in the trade magazines of the 1880s
suggest a brisk business in mattings, both plain and in a variety of
colors and patterns.

Although most of the decorating literature dismissed machine-
woven American imitations of handwoven oriental rugs as poor
substitutes for the real things, “Persians” had sold well for years.
They were listed season after season in the lines of all the major
American manufacturers of the 1880s. In 1883 the Hartford Carpet
Company published with pride an illustration of its “Pioneer Per-
sian Three-Ply” (iLr. 3.18), reporting that the pattern “was
brought to this country by the late William Sloane, who had se-
cured it in Scotland . . . in 1863, and was at once put in work.”*®
Carpet makers appropriated exotic names for the methods they
developed to approximate oriental craft techniques. The term
“Smyrna,” for instance, was applied to a special category of Ax-
minsters (seamless carpets knotted in imitation of orientals) that
were made with chenille wools to produce fabrics with two faces.>
In Woman’s Handiwork in Modern Homes, Harrison praised “Amer-
ican Smyrna” or “Merzapore” carpets “recently made in Philadel-
phia,” finding them, compared to genuine orientals, “as admirable
in color and design—and they are sold at a smaller price, have the
additional advantage of being reversible, and are expected to wear
as well.” She commented that oriental carpets “are so generously
used, and have been bought so cheap at recent sales, that almost
every American home contains one or more of them.”%® A great
many people who wanted at least a semblance of the much-
admired abstract and geometric patterning on their floors, but
were unable or unwilling to pay the prices that real oriental rugs
commanded, bought these machine-woven American “Persians.”

Most other carpets made in America during this period were
not so closely associated with aestheticism. There is no record of
major American architects and artists designing for the large carpet
factories, as they did for wallpaper firms, and the American carpet
industry was less dramatically affected by English design theory
than was the wallpaper trade. Carpet manufacturers’ resistance to
the English theories and to the simplified, two-dimensional de-
signs they favored doubtless reflected the difficulties of redirecting
the momentum of a relatively new industry that had only just de-
veloped commercially successful design theories of its own. Not
until the 1820s had the infant American carpet industry, first cen-
tered in Philadelphia, made much impact on interior decorating in
the United States. In 1839 Erastus B. Bigelow (1814-1879) pat-
ented power-driven looms for making ingrain carpets, and during
the 1850s he developed power-driven looms for Brussels carpets at
his Bigelow Carpet Company in Clinton, Massachusetts. Much of
the industry moved to New England, and American-made carpets
became more widely available. Unprecedented growth during the
18s0s and 1860s was followed, according to industry statistics, by
a 180 percent increasc in carpet production in the decade between
1870 and 1880.5!

By the 1870s a corps of well-paid professional carpet designers
had a vested interest in perpetuating methods and principles
learned from the French. In 1879 an observer of the industry esti-
mated that it paid at least $100,000 each year to “regularly-
employed artists for carpet designs.”s2 Most of these designers
were entrenched in the studios of large carpet factories, where
through a painstaking course of apprenticeship they had refined
their skills for translating the intricacies of painterly floral patterns



ILL. 3.21 Hammersmith carpet. Designed by William Morris, London, early 1880s. From the John
J. Glessner house, Chicago. Wool and cotton, 11 ft. 9% in. X 15 ft. (3.33 X 4.72 m). The Art Insti-
tute of Chicago, Gift of Mrs. Charles F. Batchelder (1974.524)

based on complex French prototypes into diagrams directing the
workings of carpet looms. These skills were their art.

The trade did not fail to capitalize, however, on the excitement
about art in decoration. In the advertisements of American man-
ufacturers, “art carpet” often meant that the carpet looked like a
picture. Ingrain carpets woven in one width of three or four yards
were advertised as “art squares” in the 1880s, even when they car-
ried no pictures—the rationale probably being that since they were
not woven in strips and pieced together like most other carpets,
they were especially well suited to imitating large paintings.®® In
1887 the Crompton Loom Works of Worcester, Massachusetts, ad-
vertised an “art square loom” with a jacquard machine that pre-
sumably could be programmed like a protocomputer to weave the
oversized pictures.

While the wallpaper trade was scorning French floral imagery,
its artistic merits were defended on the pages of carpet-trade mag-
azines. In 1880 an article on “Good Taste” in the Carpet Trade re-
ported with approval that “fowers . . . still form a prominent fea-
ture in the ornamentation of coverings for the floors of the family
and business temples of mankind.”% Two years later an unnamed

American carpet designer explained his admiration for just the
sorts of French carpets that most English theoreticians had been
trying for forty years to discredit: “The charm of French floral
designs is that their flowers are not labored. . . . They endeavor to
produce in their sketches the first impression that flowers convey
to the eye in a rapid glance . . . so that their floral patterns are
always decided, clear and crisp.”% Such assessments implied criti-
cism of the laborious process of conventionalization taught in the
English schools of design. Defenders of paintetly, impressionistic,
and mimetic art in floral carpet designs invoked the name of Ruskin
and paraphrased his Two Paths (1859) to identify their imagery as
the “outward and visible sign of the delight man takes in the work
of his Creator.”’

As the collection of carpets at the Stowe-Day Foundation bears
out, even carpets -with realistic floral patterns based on French
models were standardly colored in a palette derived from English
sources. The choice of colors was doubtless a response, in some
degree, to the need for carpets to blend with or match the wall-
papers that were so much in demand. For the paler creams and
metallic golds of the papers, carpet manufacturers substituted a
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L. 3.19 Wilton carpet. Bigelow Carpet Company, Clin-

ton, Mass., 1883. From Honolulu House, Marshall, Mich.

Marshall Historical Society (C3035 48)

1L, 3.20 Carpet design. Bigelow Carpet Company, Clin-
ton, Mass. Carpet Trade Review (Oct. 1880). Art, Prints
and Photographs Division, The New York Public Library,
Astor, Lenox, Tilden Foundations
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range of mustard shades less vulnerable to muddy feet. Their com-
binations of maroons, olive greens, mustards, and accents of black
also bore some resemblance to the colors of natural dyes in faded
handwoven oriental rugs.

Commercial carpets of the 1870s and 1880s were almost always
manufactured with wide matching borders banded by narrow edg-
ings that gave them an emphatically linear finish, a frame, as it
were. One of these elaborately bordered carpets, from Honolulu
House, built in 1860 in Marshall, Michigan, is shown in illustration
3.19; others survive in place in the Alfred E. Cohen house, which
was built in 1883 at 1440 Twenty-ninth Avenue in Oakland, Cali-
fornia. Although borders had long been important in making car-
pets, during this era their design and placement became something
of an art in its own right. Laying these bordered rugs in irregularly
shaped rooms and around hearths required great skill and inge-
nuity.

Beginning about 1878, “Japanese designs” began to figure
prominently in the long, long listings of manufacturers’ current
offerings that American carpet-trade magazines published each
season. Very different from true oriental rugs, these novelty de-
signs were variously described as “damask effects,” “landscape ef-
fects,” and “pagoda patterns.” By the spring of 1879 every major
American manufacturer had some of these carpets, in brightas well
as drab colors, in its line.%® A Japanesque carpet from the Bigelow
Carpet Company was illustrated in the Carpet Trade Review in 1880
(iLr. 3.20). This and the few other illustrations that appeared in the
trade literature suggest that, like inexpensive Japanesque wallpa-
pers, these carpets incorporated conglomerations of oriental motifs
and scenes, arranged to play down as much as possible the sym-
metries created by the repeats of machine production. As admix-
tures of Chinese and Japanese motifs became more numerous,
“oriental” was used more and more frequently in a vague way to
suggest carpet styles.

Although English “art patterns” and English theories about
them were not so wholeheartedly accepted in the carpet industry
as they were in the wallpaper trade, the English made their mark
on American carpets. For American carpet design, as for wallpa-
pers, the most influential English models and ideas came from
Morris and Dresser.® The two were more nearly in agreement
about carpet design, however, than about wallpaper. Morris felt
that the nature of the materials of carpets, and especially the an-
gular geometry built into the large scale of web and woof and of
most piles, dictated the use of geometric and conventional forms
of the kind Dresser favored for all ornamentation. Both men ad-
mired the geometric carpets of the Near East.

American carpet designers who defended realistic French flow-
ers on the pages of their trade journals also attacked the designs
and ideas of both Morris and Dresser. One critic deemed Morris’s
carpet designs “cold” and “meaningless.””® Dresser was the target
of especially vindictive prose in the trade’s press after he called
American taste in carpets the worst in the world. In 1873, in Prin-
ciples of Decorative Design, he observed, “Judging from the carpets
which they order, I imagine that nowhere on earth is taste in mat-
ters of decorative art so depraved as it is in America. . . . Let the
pattern be ‘Jloud’ and inharmoniously coloured, and the chances of
its sale in the American market are great.”” Writers in the Amer-
ican carpet-trade journals referred repeatedly to these lines during
the 1870s and 1880s. Some angrily refuted Dresser’s assessment;
others used it as a goad to improve taste and looked back to 1873
as a point in time from which to chart progress.”

Nevertheless, American designers imitated Morris’s and Dress-
er’s carpets, if for no better reason than to recapture for American
manufacturers the customers who were beginning to buy imported
English carpets. In 1873, the year Morris first began to design Kid-
derminster carpets (three-ply, flat-woven ingrains made by ma-
chine), Bumstead and Company was selling them in Boston.” In
1880, when Morris introduced his more expensive hand-knotted



Hammersmiths (1LL. 3.21) “to make England independent of the
East for carpets which may claim to be considered as independent
works of art,””* these too were promptly offered for sale in Boston,
by Goldthwaite and Company.” Even before that, by 1879, imi-
tations of Morris carpets could be bought “of almost any uphol-
sterer at half Morris’ price,” according to New York’s Art Inter-
change.” A remnant of a Kidderminster from the home of the
writer Sarah Orne Jewett (1849-1909) in South Berwick, Maine,
could well be one of these.”

American manufacturers also adopted the names Morris and
Dresser as descriptive adjectives. In 1879 Boyd, White and Com-
pany, makers of floorcloths, called some of their products “Morris
designs” and complemented these with specimens of “Dresser de-
signs.”’® One writer of 1880 recognized a “Dresseresque” style in
American carpets that represented “fernery and leaves coloured in
autumn hues . . . the outgrowth of one of Mr. Dresser’s pet fan-
cies—the ‘flat character in decorative art.”””® Other catchwords for
the interests of aesthetic enthusiasts, words like “Eastlake” and
“Queen Anne,” appear occasionally in the lists of carpet patterns
offered cach season from the late 1870s through the 1880s.% Un-
fortunately, without illustrations the words actually tell us very
little. Eastlake extravagantly admired the handmade rugs of Persia,
Turkey, and India, and he also passed as acceptable conventional
and geometric patterns in machine-made Western carpets, if they
were kept simple and small in scale.® Are such designs the ones to
which American carpet manufacturers were assigning his name?
The absence of an illustration of a “Queen Anne” carpet is espe-
cially lamentable. Late nineteenth-century use of that single term
covered so many periods for which we now recognize distinctive
styles that it is difficult to imagine what was meant by “Queen
Anne.” i

“Morris,” “Dresser,” “Eastlake,” and “Queen Anne” occur
much less frequently on these long lists, however, than do “Japa-
nese” and “Persian,” which in turn are nearly lost among the large
number of listings for a wide variety of other designs with names
such as “scroll pattern,” “chintz,” and “medallion,” or, more often,
“landscape” or, even more frequently, simply “floral.” The lists
corroborate the evidence given in articles in the trade magazines:
“Aestheticism in Carpets,” as one of those articles was entitled,
certainly existed, but it played a less important role than did aes-
theticism in wallpapers.®

Textiles

This section focuses on patterning and decoration on'textiles as-
sociated with the Aesthetic movement in America, a narrow slice
from a broader subject. Questions such as which weaves, fibers,
or finishes were appreciated as artful are not broached here. These
and many other questions this introduction suggests could be an-
swered only by exhaustive study of all American records of textile
design, production, and sale during the Aesthetic period. In this
discussion of imported textiles, American-made textiles, and em-
broidery, I have emphasized the different effects that artistic ideals
and theories had on the people who designed, made, and sold
goods in these three categories. The disparate roles played by art-
ists are particularly telling. Major English artists designed patterns
that were prized by artful American decorators, and some well-
known American artists designed expensive textiles, but none of
these artists seems to have designed for the large American mills
that printed inexpensive cloth, or so the omission of any mention
of their having done so in the major decorating-trade journals dur-
ing a publicity-conscious ecra would indicate. In contrast, Ameri-
can artists and architects turned their hands to art embroidering in
several well-publicized instances.

IMPORTED TEXTILES

For textile imports, as for wallpapers, the trade in goods from
Morris and Company of London is the best documented. That
trade made available to Americans the printed chintzes that Morris
began designing in 1868, six yéars after he designed his first wall-
paper, as well as the more expensive silks and woolens with woven
patterning that he began to produce in 1872.53 During the 1870s
and 1880s Morris textiles - were sold in the American outlets for
Morris wallpapers, including decorating firms, and they were also
carried by merchants who dealt exclusively in yard goods.

Some of Morris’s chintz patterns duplicated his wallpapers; oth-
ers were more vertical and narrow, to fall gracefully in folds when
draped. Some, such as Jasmine Trellis of 1868-70, were naturalis-
tic; others, such as Iris of 1876, were more geometric. The patterns
Morris designed for double- and triple-woven woolen cloths
tended, like his carpet designs, to be more abstract. For both rugs
and woven textiles he preferred what he called “weavers’ flowers,”
simpler forms he worked into more rigidly geometric configura-
tions because he felt that the matérials and techniques of the ¢rafts
dictated such handling.® Morris’s heavy, handsome woolens were
of a weight that Eastlake deemed appropriate for curtains, which,
he reminded his readers, “were originally hung across a window
or door, not for the sake of ornament alone, but to exclude cold
and draughts.” He recommended suspending the hangings “by
little rings . . . over a stout metal rod.”% Stylish American home
furnishers also used rings and rods to hang Morris chintzes, such
as the Rose and Thistle pattern of 1882, which was used for win-
dow curtains in-a bedroom in the John J. Glessner house in Chicago
(see 1LL. 3.8).

While many Americans prized the artistry they felt Morris’s
textiles brought to their rooms and were willing to pay relatively
large sums to own them, American artists do not seem to have
been inspired during this period to follow his example of personal
experimentation with dyeing yarns and weaving on a handloom. A
resurgence of interest in handweaving came to America only to-
ward the turn of the twentieth century, when arts and crafts pro-
cesses, rather than products, captured the imaginations of many
Americans.

Documentation for the sale in the United States during the
1870s and 1880s of textiles designed by other major British fig-
ures, such as Dresser and Talbert, is more elusive. Applying the
same principles of surface ornament they had followed in creating
the wallpapers admired by customers in both England and the
United States, these well-known British designers furnished pat-
terns for cloth mills. Dresser sold designs to at least seven English
textile firms.*” Talbert’s designs include the silk brocade used in the
portiere in figure 3.14.% American merchants undoubtedly offered
such textiles to the affluent people who bought wallpapers by the
same British designers. -

Exotic goods from. the East also had tremendous appeal for
Americans with aesthetic goals in dress and decoration. The South
Kensington circle’s admiration of Near Eastern and Indian pat-
terning lent new interest to woolen shawls from Kashmir and the
imitations of them that were the specialty of the town of Paisley,
Scotland. A synthesis of Indian, Persian, and European motifs that
had evolved through centuries of trade between India and the West
is equally apparent in the shawls woven by hand in the East and
those made in Europe on drawlooms or more mechanized, power-
driven jacquard looms.® Whether the genuine handwoven articles
or clever Scottish imitations made on machines, whether old or
new, Paisley shawls found new roles in the 1870s and 1880s: rather
than warming stylish ladies’ shoulders as they had in mid-century,
the shawls more often decorated their pianos and mantelpieces.

Textiles imported from Japan had even more stylish cachet. An-
tique examples (FIG. 3.15) were treasured by collectors. Less ex-
pensive textiles were among the goods advertised by the Japanese
warehouses and permanent bazaars that opened in several major
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Left: F1G. 3.14 Portiere in the Hatton pattern (one
of a pair). Designed by Bruce J. Talbert, made
by Warner and Company, London, ca. 187s. Silk
brocade, 8 ft. 8in. X 4 ft. 2 in. (2.64 X 1.27 m).
Collection of John Nally '

Opposite: FIG. 3.15 Textile (fragment). Japanese,
late 18th or early 19th century. Silk, paper gold,
26% X soin. (67.3 X 127.6 cm). The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, Edward C. Moore
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 1891
(91.1.212)



American cities during the 1870s. Among the first sales outlets for
Japanese imports in the United States, and the most widely pub-
licized, was the Japanese Bazaar at the Philadelphia Centennial in
1876. The same year, George Turner Marsh established his Japa-
nese emporium in San Francisco, and Rowland Johnson’s and
A. A. Vantine’s Japanese shops opened in New York (Johnson’s
on Beaver Street, Vantine’s on Broadway).® Advertisements for
other firms, such as the Asian Trading Company and the First
Japanese Manufacturing and Trading Company, are prominent in
magazines and newspapers of the 1880s.”! During the winter of
1885—86 Madison Square Garden in New York was the scene of a
“Japanese” or “Mikado” village where Japanese goods were sold
and Japanese artisans demonstrated crafts, including silk weaving.*
In March of 1886 the magazine Dixie, published in Atlanta, Geor-
gia, included a report on the “Mikado Village” and also announced
that the J. P. Stevens Company of Atlanta was offering Japanese
silk embroideries for sale.®® TIFEANY AND comPANY of New York
had been selling Japanese silk embroideries at least since 1875,%
and in the early 1880s the Nippon Company, located on Broadway
in New York, frequently advertised Japanese “High Art Goods,”
including “wall hangings,” in the Art Amateur.

AMERICAN-MADE TEXTILES

The sale of fabrics imported from Europe and the East impinged
on the American domestic textile trade, skimming off customers
for “aesthetic” goods. In the competition for this segment of the
market, a few American makers of expensive textiles enlisted the
participation of American artists. CHENEY BROTHERS of Manches-
ter, Connecticut, who specialized in silks and about whose prod-
ucts we know the most, employed Candace Wheeler as a de-
signer.> A number of silks, linens, and cottons that Wheeler
herself saved as representative of her work are now in The Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art and the Mark Twain Memorial. Whether
all of these were actually produced by Cheney Brothers or whether
all of the designs actually came from Wheeler’s own hand is not
clear. Worked into the patterning on several of the textiles are the
letters a4, the signatory initials for an exclusively female organi-
zation to which Wheeler took the name Associated Artists in 1883,
after the dissolution of her partnership with Tiffany, Colman, and
de Forest.

Although the patterns of these fabrics demonstrate a wide range
of approaches to design, the work could well all be Wheeler’s own:
the variation could be interpreted as expressive of the Ruskinian
attitude that held that when an artist decorated, any choice from
the naturalistic to the conventional was equally valid. Many of the
patterns draw on English and Japanese precedents. One of the flo-
ral patterns is conventionalized and two-dimensional; others are
more naturalistic, like the daffodil print in illustration 3.22, which
may have been influenced by the curvaceous forms of Morris
prints. The lily motif chosen for another swirling print, as well as
for a vertical border, was associated with English Pre-Raphaelite
painting and with English decorative work (such as Crane’s wall-
papers; see ILL. 3.9). The lily’s status as cult flower of Oscar Wilde
(1854-1900), the aesthetic apostle, may also have influenced the
choice. The combination of seashells and ribbons in one pattern
suggests a determined effort to handle motifs in original ways.
Japanese sources furnished novel subject matter for other designs,
including a pattern depicting nets and rings that may be bubbles,
another (F16. 3.16) of fish and rings that are more clearly bubbles,
a design with emblematic mountains and waves, and yet another
(F16. 3.17) showing bees over a honeycomb in a woven pattern
closely related to the wallpaper Wheeler designed for the Warren,
Fuller and Company competition in 1881 (see ILL. 3.14, FIG. 3.8).

Insects owing a clear debt to Japanese sources were also woven
into the elegant fabric that HERTER BROTHERS furnished for portieres
hung about 1882 in the John Sloane house in New York (F16.
3.18).% Dragonflies are worked into borders that frame Jarge pan-
els, and they float among the woven renditions of watery motion
and lily pads in one of the panels. In another panel, water bugs flit
across stylized water lilies. CHRISTIAN HERTER, who took over
Herter Brothers in 1870 and built it into one of the most important
decorating firms of the era, may well have designed this pattern,
which appears in photographs of other rooms decorated by his
company. In the drawing room of the Oliver Ames, Jr., house on
Commonwealth Avenue in Boston, it was used as upholstery on
chairs and sofa pillows (1LL. 3.23).%

ILL. 3.23 Drawing room, Oliver Ames, Jr., house, Boston. Herter
Brothers, New York. Photograph, ca. 1883. The Bostonian Society, Old
State House
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Opposite top: 1LL. 3.22 Textile (sample). Designed

by Candace Wheeler, made by Cheney Broth
Right: ric. 3.17 Textile (fragment). Designed by

Candace Wheeler, made by Cheney Brothers,

Hartford, Conn., ca. 1885. Silk and wool,
politan Muscum of Art, Gift of Mrs. Boudinot

26%: X 12%1in. (67.9 X 31.1 cm). The Metro-
Keith, 1928 (28.70.4)

Printed denim, $3%s X 1978 in. (135.7 X $0.5 cm).

ably made by Cheney Brothers, Hartford, Conn.
Mark Twain Memorial, Hartford, Conn. ,

Marked: 44 [monogram] / ASSOCIATED ARTISTS /
signed by Candace Wheeler, ca. 188595, prob-

115 East Twenty-Third St., New York. The
Opposite bottom: F1G. 3.16 Textile (sample). De-

ers, Hartford, Conn., ca. 1885. Printed cotton

velveteen, 32% X 371in. (82.6 X 94 cm).
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs.

Boudinot Keith, 1928 (28.70.25)




FIG. 3.18 Portiere. Herter Brothers, New York, 1882, for the John Sloane house, New York. Silk
brocade, metallic thread, 8 ft. 7% in. X §ft. 7in. (2.62 X 1.7 m). The Brooklyn Museum, New York,
Gift of Mrs. William E. S. Griswold in memory of her father John Sloane (41.980)
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For the American factories that produced less expensive textiles
no record has yet been found of major artists designing patterns.
Rather, patterns for their printing rollers probably came from their
own design studios. If the printed cottons of the Cocheco Manu-

facturing Company can be taken as representative, only a small O H
oy GO ECo

portion of the overall production of these factories appears to have

TN

been tailored to suit aesthetic tastes. A remarkably complete and _:" A C
well-documented collection of samples from this mill in Dover, e I ISATINES.
New Hampshire, survives at the Museum of American Textile LBITHENGE & CUMPANY,

BOATIN, MW TOAR & Pk

History in North Andover, Massachusetts.?®

The sample cards that document all of Cocheco’s production
between 1880 and 1890 include only one pattern derived from
Morris’s designs: a cotton upholstery print of fluid blossoms and
leaves (ILL. 3.24) that is very much the exception to the ordinary
run of this mill. Conventionalized, strictly two-dimensional
leaves, rather rigidly worked out with a strong emphasis on ge-
ometry, perhaps derived from South Kensington, appear in a very
few patterns. Replications of Japanese motifs, as in the printed cot-
ton “satines” in illustration 3.25, were more common, for both
upholstery and dress fabrics. Cocheco also produced a fairly large
number of paisley prints. They perhaps worked well with Near
Eastern decorative schemes, but by the 1880s paisleys, a fashion
standard since mid-century, hardly represented a new influence of
English aestheticism.%

Realistic depictions of flowers and foliage and of vignetted land-
scapes and figure groups made up the bulk of Cocheco’s prints.
Some of the landscapes and figures are oriental, more in the whim-
sical manner of the chinoiserie of the eighteenth century than in
studied imitation of the heraldic Japanese textiles so much admired
during the late nineteenth. Again, differentiations between Japa-
nese and Chinese sources were casually blurred and clements from
virtually any other decorative tradition were introduced in the
“oriental” style. Many examples among Cocheco’s realistic prints
should perhaps be identified with a catering to devotees of the
American Colonial-revival version of the Queen Anne style. For
this last group Cocheco also reproduced eighteenth-century Ro-
coco and Neoclassical motifs.

Much more blatant responses to aestheticism are a few novelty
prints that Cocheco produced between 1880 and 1890. The cotton
print used for an apron found in a house in Warren, Rhode Island
(F1G. 3.19), was evidently designed to trade on the popularity of
both quilts and The Mikado. A pristine sample of this pattern, a
six-color print of 1886, survives in the Cocheco collection. The
drab color scheme, dominated by maroon, can be more tenuously
linked to aesthetic influence. A number of Cocheco fabrics were
printed in similarly dull shades, but bright colors are also plentiful
in the mill’s products of the 1880s.

Among Cocheco’s furnishing prints from these years are sur-
prisingly few that suggest the importance of borders so apparent
in commercial aesthetic wallpapers and carpets. The unknown
maker of the panel of printed cotton in illustration 3.26 seems to
have been more mindful of artistic predilections. The print features
not only artful bordering but a rather realistically rendered version
of the much-used sunflower motif. This piece was found in the
United States, but it could have been made in either England or
America. The coloring—maroon and mustard yellows on a
creamy, off-white ground—is closely related to the commercial-
ized American aesthetic palette for wallpapers and carpets, sug-
gesting an American attribution.

ILL. 3.2$ Salesman’s sample card. Cocheco Manufacturing Company,
Dover, N.H., ca. 1889. Cardboard, machine-printed cotton, 29% X 9% in.
(74.3 X 24.8 cm). Museum of American Textile History, North Andover,
Mass.
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Left: 1LL. 3.24 Salesman’s sample card (one of eight samples). Cocheco
Manufacturing Company, Dover, N.H., mid-1880s. Cardboard,
machine-printed cotton; entire card 8 ft. 6in. X 1 ft. 8% in.(2.59 X
.53 m). Museum of American Textile History, North Andover, Mass.

Opposite: 1LL. 3.26 Textile. British or American, n.d. Machine-printed
cotton, 8 ft. s in. X 2 ft. 6% in.(2.57 X .77 m). Cooper-Hewitt Museum,
The Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of Design, New York,
Gift of Roy and Catherine Lynn Frangiamore (1974.103.1)

Below: r1G. 3.19 Apron. Textile printed by Cocheco Manufacturing
Company, Dover, N.H., 1886. Machine-printed cotton, 38 X 18 in.
(96.5 X 45.7 cm). Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design,
Providence (81.167.31)



EMBROIDERY

Textiles, whether imported, expensively made by specialized
firms, or cheaply churned out by large mills, were often trans-
formed into objects deemed artful and aesthetic because they were
embroidered or pieced together in creative ways. In the United
States the textile art most radically affected by English theory and
example was embroidery. It was among embroiderers that the
widely diffused aesthetic enthusiasm of the 1870s and 1880s per-
haps came closest to becoming an organized national Aesthetic
movement.

The chief agent of this organizational feat was Candace
Wheeler. In 1877, at age fifty, with no more formal preparation
than any other society matron of a generation in which embroidery
was a necessary “accomplishment,” Wheeler, with four other
women, founded the Society of Decorative Art in New York.!®
The society was the model for similar groups soon founded in
Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Chicago, San Francisco, and
smaller towns throughout the country.'® It functioned as a school
with a lending library, as a center for studying and experimenting
with the art of embroidery, as a workroom for executing commis-
sions, as a sponsor of numerous exhibitions, and as a salesroom
for the work of its members and a store where embroidery tools,
materials, and literature could be purchased. The New York soci-
ety fostered other crafts as well, particularly china painting (see
chap. 7).

Wheeler’s leadership promoted national cohesion, but so too
did the presence in each of the societies of certified teachers from
the school of the Royal Society of Art Needlework in London,!%
often called the South Kensington School after the location of its
classes and the source of the principles of design to which it ad-

ILL. 3.27 “Woman with a Sword” (panel from a screen). Designed by
William Morris, embroidered by Jane Morris and Elizabeth Burden,
London, early 1860s. Wool, silk, and gold thread on linen, 53%2 X 28 in.
(136 X 71 cm). The Castle Howard Collection, York, England
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hered. The curriculum and the products of the London embroidery
schoo], organized in 1872, were ultimately inspired by William
Morris. As early as 1855, after studying medieval embroidery,
Morris had begun to experiment with the possibilities of the
needle, using woolen threads. Pleased with the results he achieved,
he taught the women of his family and acquaintance. Together
they revived the art of crewel embroidery, designing original pat-
terns, emulating old stitches, and dyeing wools with natural pig-
ments. Morris incorporated embroidery into the decorative com-
missions of Morris and Company. Ambitious figural panels by
Edward Burne-Jones, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and Morris himself
(L. 3.27), as well as floral and foliate panels, were executed by a
staft of embroiderers or, in some cases, by the women who lived
in houses decorated by the firm.'%* Morris and Company also sold
patterns, tools, threads, and other embroidery supplies, exporting
many to retailers in America.'® The pillow with a rose-tree motif
in illustration 3.28 was one of many smaller, less expensive Morris
embroidery designs that were available either ready-made or as kits
for women to work themselves. _
The new embroidery, with its many different stitches and cre-
ative approach to’design, intrigued stylish London women. It of-
fered freedom from the mechanical tasks of Berlin woolwork,
which involved copying picture patterns from squared paper onto
a canvas grid, working only in tent or cross stitches. Berlin wool-
work, with its realistic puppy dogs, cabbage roses, and biblical
scenes, remained the most popular embroidery of the Victorian
era, but the artistically enlightened scorned it. They preferred sim-

pler, more stylized needlework motifs based on some of Morris’s
exercises and the soft colors, in limited palettes, of the natural dyes
he used. These colors were considered particularly beautiful in
contrast to the vivid rainbow of hues that had dominated com-
mercial embroidery patterns at mid-century.'®

Although the leaders of the Royal Society of Art Needlework
were inspired by Morris’s example, and although they enlisted
Morris, along with other renowned English decorative artists, in-
cluding Walter Crane and G. F. Bodley (1827-1907), to teach and
furnish designs to be executed at their school,'® they rejected the
manner of Morris’s more ambitiously representational art em-
broideries and all the more pictorial possibilities for needlework.
The South Kensington embroidery style and the complex institu-
tion established in London to foster it were intricately interlocked
products of late nineteenth-century social mores oddly allied with
notions of art, charity, and self<improvement. The society was not
just a school, but also a sheltered workshop with a salesroom and
an exhibition program, all supported by an elite organization of
anistocratic ladies. The objects of the society’s charity were “la-
dies,” as the American writer Mary Gay Humphreys described
them in 1884 in an article in the Art Amateur, “ . . . in the English
sense of the word, who [were] forced to earn their incomes wholly
or in part.” Humphreys went on to explain that the society was
“so ordered that this [work] may be done without exposing their
needs.” %7 She did not have to comment on the reticence, dictated
by Victorian social custom, on the part of women of any social
standing to reveal a need to work. The richer matrons, the bene-

1LL. 3.28 Pillow. Design attributed to William Morris, London, n.d. Cotton thread on cotton,
22 X 221in. (55.9 X §5.9 cm). Cooper-Hewitt Museum, The Smithsonian Institution’s National
Museum of Design, New York, Gift of Miss Annie May Hegeman (1944.71.6)
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ILL. 3.29 “Curtain-Door” (part of a set). Designed by Walter Crane, executed by students at the Royal
School of Art Needlework, London, ca. 1875~76. Walter Smith, Industrial Art, vol. 2 of The Masterpieces of
the Centennial International Exhibition (Philadelphia_[1877?]). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan

Museum of Art

factors, were equally reluctant to impose heavy, drudging work on
gentlewomen. They could console themselves with the knowledge
that the poverty-stricken ladies who anonymously plied their
needles for bread also did it for Art, and therefore, as any reader
of Ruskin would have known, expressed their joy in such work.
The benefactors also studied at the school and exhibited their
work in its rooms. They both adopted and helped to mold the
school’s methods and the distinct style it fostered. The most dog-
matic strictures of those who limited decoration to abstract and
conventional forms found perhaps their most-obedient-adherents
among these members of an aristocracy long renowned for its
flaunting of rules. Some of these women expounded on the
school’s teachings in print. The most prolific, thorough, and am-
bitious of them was Lady Marianne Margaret Compton Cust, Vi-
countess Alford (1817-1888), who was often quoted in American
magazines. In 1880 Lady Alford edited a small Handbook of Art
Needlework for the Royal School, South Kensington. Her Needlework
as Art was published in 1886. In this, her major book, she applied
to embroidery strict rules for design, citing the authority of Owen
Jones and of Richard Redgrave (1804-1888), also a key figure in
the English design establishment.%® Believing that “all attempts at
pictorial art are a mistake in textiles,” Lady Alford instructed that

“design must follow the scientific laws of art, and shape the wvari-
ations of traditional forms from which we cannot escape. In our
present search after these inner truths . . . we have nothing to do
with the rules of painting, sculpture, and architecture.”?® In her
article in the Art Amateur, Humphreys described the work of the
Royal Society’s needlework school as “conventional and decora-
tive. . . . The treatment suggests principally three influences—
those of mediaeval, Renaissance, and Japanese art.”!°

The embroideries the Royal Society of Art Needlework exhib-
ited at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, including the
screen shown in figure 3.20, were demonstration pieces for the
views Lady Alford committed to print.!!! The society’s work was
loquaciously admired in virtually every publication that dealt with
decorative arts at the exhibition. In his popular volume on the fair’s
industrial art, Walter Smith (1836-1886) cited the embroideries,
and the school itself, as models for emulation by American
women. “Give our American women the same art facilities as their
European sisters,” he wrote, “and they will flock to the studios and
let the ballot-box alone.”''? He included ten plates illustrating
fifteen specimens of the society’s work, ranging from pincushions,
through the screen in figure 3.20, to an elaborate set of hangings
(1LL. 3.29) that Crane designed especially for the occasion. Crane’s
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Above: FIG. 3.20 Screen. Design attributed to Walter Crane, executed by
students at the Royal School of Art Needlework, London, ca. 1875-76.
Wool thread on cotton and silk, h. §9% in. (151.1 em), w. 23% in. (59.7
cm), d. 4 in. (10.2 ecm). Collection of Paul Reeves

hangings, with their allegorical figures set in a framework of clas-
sical architecture, were the featured work in the Royal Scciety’s
pavilion. Only twelve fect square, the pavilion was a major attrac-
-tion for women visitors to the fair, who were drawn by the repu-
tations of the famous English designers whose work was displayed
and, even more so, by the glamour of the society’s associations
with the English aristocracy. Included in the display was “The
Queen’s Curtain,” with a border of sunflowers designed by Her
Gracious Majesty. Smith commended the example thus set for
women “to employ their leisure in refining and elevating pur-
suits.”!?

The American woman visitor who acted most effectively on
what she saw at the Royal Society’s booth was Candace Wheeler.
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Opposite: FIG. 3.21 Portiere. Designed by Candace Wheeler, fabric made
by Cheney Brothers, Hartford, Conn., ca. 1884. Silk-velvet appliqué on
embroidered silk and metallic-thread fabric, 74 x so0'% in. (188 x

128.3 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the family of Mrs.
Candace Wheeler, 1928 (28.34.2)

Struck with the notion that the English had discovered “the subject
of suitable occupation for women who could not become mere
laborers,” which she regarded as “a pressing necessity of the time,”
she spearheaded the establishment in New York of the Society of
Decorative Art. Wheeler freely acknowledged her debt to the
Royal Society of Art Needlework and its school, but only as the
germ of her idea. The organization of the New York society, she
wrote, “was as different from its English prototype, The Kensing-
ton, as a republic is from a monarchy.”'!* She perhaps exaggerated
the differences, for the Society of Decorative Art modeled its
school, its sheltered workshop, its exhibition gallery, and its sales
outlet on the London precedents.

If New York could provide no titled aristocracy to patronize






ILL. 3.30 “Consider the Lillies of the Field” (portieres). Designed by Candace Wheeler, 1879.

Embroidered and painted cotton, serge, wool fringe; each 73 X 41%1n. (185.4 X 105.4 cm).
Mark Twain Memorial, Hartford, Conn.
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Wheeler’s cause, it did have the wives of a financial and political
elite. The president of the society, Mrs. David Lane, enlisted the
support of Mrs. Cyrus W. Field, Mrs. Abram S. Hewitt, Mrs.
August Belmont, Mrs. William Astor, and Mrs. Hamilton Fish,
to name a few. General Custer’s widow was bold enough to accept
the paid position of assistant secretary.!’® Leading New York art-
ists, like their London counterparts, were persuaded to design and
teach for the society. Tiffany, Colman, and de Forest were espe-
cially active. Wheeler was also proud of the society’s nationwide
affiliations, and she credited part of its success to the immediate
support it reccived from other groups all across the country. These
were, in almost every case, the old sewing circles familiar in every
community, traditional women’s gatherings that underwent a dra-
matic and instantaneous metamorphosis just after the centennial. !¢

Wheeler defied social convention when in 1879 she entered into
a professional partnership with the same artists, Tiffany, Colman,
and de Forest, whose help she had enlisted for her amateur charity
work. Wheeler was chief of textile design for Associated Artists.
She made an arrangement with the board of managers of the So-
ciety of Decorative Art by which her new business became the sole
agent for the sale of “beautiful embroideries” designed by the firm

and executed by the society under her supervision. When the part--

nership dissolved in 1883 and Wheeler took the name Associated
Artists to her firm of women who proposed to profit from the
textile arts, she launched an even bolder professional enterprise.
She directed the company until the turn of the century, when she
turned it over to one of her sons, who kept it in operation until
1907‘117 )

Although Wheeler’s choice of a medium for most of her ama-
teur and professional ventures was inspired by the South Kensing-
ton school, most of her embroideries bore little resemblance to the
English work. For the two-dimensional, conventional designs of
the English embroideries, she often substituted landscapes and fig-
ures. For Lady Alford’s dicta that “all attempts at pictorial art are
a mistake in textiles” and that embroiderers “have nothing to do
with the rules of painting, sculpture, and architecture,” Wheeler
substituted a conviction that any subject or technique appropriate
for the painter’s canvas was equally appropriate for her textile sur-
faces. A self-conscious attempt to Americanize her work, to dif-
ferentiate it from its English antecedents, is a recurring theme in
her later writings. In 1894 she was still asserting that the American
revival in art needlework “was only at first an exact reflection of
English methods. . . . The American needlewoman boldly took
to the representation of vivid and graceful groups of natural flow-
ers, following the lead of Moravian practice and of flower painting,
rather than that of decorative design.”"'8

Among the surviving samples of Wheeler’s embroideries, how-
ever, are some exercises in conventionalized ornament that seem
derived from English examples. These include a pair of porticres
(1LL. 3.30) decorated with simplified lilies and, in Gothic script, the
legend “Consider the Lillies [sic] of the Field.” The work on these
portieres, combining elementary outline stitches with areas of
painted color, seems studied in its simplicity. The dull woolen
threads sparsely outlining the lilies offer a marked contrast to the
luxuriously rich silken threads, thick-sewn on shimmering velvet,
in other embroidered panels by Wheeler. The portiere illustrated
in figure 3.21 reveals an interest in the geometry of patterned struc-
ture characteristic of South Kensington work. Yet the drawing ad-
mits the idiosyncrasies of individual tulips and their leaves: the
flowers are shown not at the idealized moment of fresh bloom, but
overblown and disheveled, observed in their visual reality as are
flowers in paintings. The clumps of irises on another panel (1L
3.31) are again geometrically spaced, but each is shaded in a more
painterly manner than a South Kensington class mistress would
have permitted.

Ironically, very little has survived of Wheeler’s most ambitious

work—the embroidered hangings with landscapes and figures ren~-

ILL. 3.31 Portere. Designed by Candace Wheeler, fabric made by
Cheney Brothers, Hartford, Conn., ca. 1884. Embroidered silk, sequins,
glass beads, 93 X $8% in. (236.2 X 149.2 cm). The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, Gift of the family of Mrs. Candace Wheeler, 1928 (28.34.1)

dered in painterly fashion that she executed as curtains for a major
New York theater and as draperies and portieres for the houses of
the rich or famous, including Cornelius Vanderbilt II of New
York, Mrs. Potter Palmer of Chicago, and Lillie Langtry, the En-
glish actress.!"” The irony is particularly sharp since these hangings
were the ones Wheeler herself valued most, and of all her work
they were most often illustrated and described in the press. Only
an occasional critic complained of the weakness of the figure draw-
ing or questioned the appropriateness of the subjects to the me-
dium. Also much published during the 1880s was a tapestry-like
hanging on which Wheeler had her workers render Raphael’s car-
toon The Miraculous Draught of Fishes (about 1519). Her interest in
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tapestries, or in imitations of them, led her in 1883 to patent an
“American tapestry” method, in which embroidery techniques
were combined with weaving on a heavy jacquard-woven silk can-
vas carrying the colors of the design in the woof.

Wheeler’s press was large and for the most part favorable. A
regular section of the Art Amateur, “Art Needlework,” frequently
reported on commissions that Wheeler’s studios executed for As-
sociated Artists; in May 1881 it was noted that “one of the hand-
somest portieres yet produced by the Associated Artists . . . is in
tapestry stitch and appliqué on the new material manufactured for
their service. . . . [It] is a reproduction of the picture of ‘Titian’s
Daughter.”” Materials, colors, and stitches were subsequently de-
tailed, and the “effect” was assessed as “indescribably rich.”!* The
anonymous author of an article on the Society of Decorative Art
in Scribner’s Monthly in 1881 was more reserved and critical of
Wheeler’s work and of the society, whose accomplishments were
“to be measured by comparative, rather than absolute stan-
dards.”'?! Constance Cary Harrison, however, devoted much of
Woman’s Handiwork in Modern Homes to praise of Wheeler’s achieve-
ments, which she admired further in an article in Harper’s New
Monthly Magazine in 1884.1%

The publicity Wheeler received not only helped further her own
career but also assisted her campaign to have her daughter Dora’s
needlework designs recognized as true works of art. As Karal Ann
Marling has recently pointed out, the virtually untrained amateur
mother, whose professional work was circumscribed by “the re-
straints of cautious amateurism and piecemeal instruction,” was
determined to assure her daughter’s complete freedom from such
restraints.!?> Wheeler sought the best fully professional and thor-
ough training in art for Dora. She persuaded her friend the painter
WILLIAM MERRITT CHASE (see FIG. 9.1§) to instruct Dora and Dora’s
friend Rosina Emmet. She then delighted in executing her daugh-
ter’s figural compositions in embroidery (ILL. 3.32). To Wheeler,
this work signaled a refusal to accept the limitations placed on
embroidery design and the lesser status assigned to it by the South
Kensington school.

Although they were mentioned in the press less often than
Wheeler, there were other American women who did comparable
work. Mary Elizabeth Tillinghast (1845-1912) collaborated with
the painter JOHN LA FARGE on textiles for his decorating commis-
sions. A particularly celebrated group of embroidered panels, de-
scribed as “tapestries,” were made by La Farge and Tillinghast in
1883 for Cornelius Vanderbilt II (1843-1899). Some of the panels
were described as decorative and conventional, but one, it was re-
ported, related “in embroidery the story of Aeneas’ Carthaginian
adventures, copied from Raphael’s cartoons.”!?* The  decorative
work of MARIA OAKEY DEWING, who during the 1870s studied
painting with La Farge and, in Paris, with Thomas Couture (1815—
1879), was never widely publicized, perhaps by her own choice. A
pair of velvet panels (sec FIGS. 9.2, 9.3), embroidered and appliquéd
with flowers reminiscent of the still lifes that won her critical ac-
claim as a painter, are among the few examples of her essays in the
decorative arts to survive.'®

Mrs. Oliver Wendell Holmes, one of the most active members
of Boston’s Society of Decorative Art, shared Wheeler’s opinion
that embroiderers might use their needles as painters did their
brushes. Her landscapes and marine scenes, demonstrating that
she, like Wheeler, held “enlarged views as to the legitimate scope
of embroidery,”'* were exhibited at the New York society. In 1881
a critic for Scribner’s Monthly judged Mrs. Holmes not as an em-
broiderer but as “one of the most sensitive colorists among Amer-
ican artists.”'?” Mary Gay Humphreys, however, writing in the Art
Ammateur that same year, found her work “but little more than cu-
rious entertainment” and concluded that “the effects sought for are
those which belong to the palette and brush, and can be much
better achieved by them.”!?

Disagreement over the proper character of “art” as applied to
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ILL. 3.32 Alice Pyncheon. Designed by Dora Wheeler, em-
broidered by Candace Wheeler, 1887. Embroidered cot-
ton, 74 X s0¥2in. (188 X 128.3 cm). Signed: A4 / 1887,
pw. The Cleveland Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs.
Boudinot Keith

embroidery ran through the pages of the Art Amateur, the Art In-
terchange, Godey’s Lady’s Book, and other popular magazines during
the 1880s. Some writers described as “art embroidery” the paint-
erly creations of Wheeler, Tillinghast, and Holmes, as well as sim-
ilar work by a Mrs. Weld of Boston and a Miss Carolina Town-
shend of Albany.'® Others disparaged such work and applied the
term only to the conventional South Kensington embroidery.
Many magazine writers rehearsed South Kensington theories and
promptly reviewed new books associated with the English em-
broidery school, often printing long excerpts from them.'*® The
writers sometimes mentioned a “Kensington stitch,” which was
simply the currently stylish name for a quite ordinary backstitch
that was particularly useful for outlining.'® Most of the motifs
printed as embroidery patterns in the magazines were in the styl-
ized manner of South Kensington. The embroiderer of the swirl-
ing design of cattails on the mantle in figure 3.22 could well have
relied on one of these patterns. The subdued, monochromatic ef-
fect of the browns on khaki was especially associated with work
of the school of the Royal Society of Art Needlework.'*? The mo-
tifs themselves suggest Japanese sources, whereas the swirling
forms perhaps derive from patterns by Morris.

The focus on “art embroidery” encouraged the production of
ambitious, large-scale wall hangings, portieres, and screens. A
heightened awareness of the possibilities the medium offered,
combined with the fact that it was handwork, helped interest
American artists in embroidery. Not only was handwork revered
by followers of Ruskin and Morris, but executing embroidery de-
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FIG. 3.22 Mantle. 'American, ca. 1885. Embroidered melton, 1. at center back 45 in. (114.3 cm).
Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, Providence, Gift of the Society for the Preserva
tion of New England Antiquities (S.83.185.39)
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signs, or having them executed, was much simpler than arranging
for the manufacture of patterns for machine-printed or -woven
textiles. In addition to the American artists who have already been
mentioned, at least one well-known American architect designed
embroidery. The catalogue for an exhibition of the Boston Society
of Decorative Art in 1879 lists “Sunflowers, Panel of Screen:
Worked by Mr. Arthur Little” and “Apples Worked by Mr. Arthur
Little.” Little (1852—1925), an architect who worked in the Shingle
style, was also an officer of the Boston society.'®

If embroidery was the textile medium most favored by Amer-
ican artists, it was also the one to which women with no pretense
to the status of artist most often applied their talents. During the
late 1870s many American women began applying those talents to
the making of “crazy quilts.” The taste for things Japanese first
cultivated by aesthetes in Paris and London was probably more
widely popularized by crazy quilts than by any other textile me-
dium. The magazines were recognizing a crazy quilt “mania” by
1882, when a piece in the Art Amateur recounted, “When the pres-
ent favorite style of quilt was introduced it was called the Japanese,
but the national sense of humor has been too keen, and the Japanese
is now generally known as the ‘crazy’ quilt.”3* Although these
patchwork quilts seemed comical to Americans, they were based
on a quite ancient and serious Japanese tradition: kirihame, a tech-
nique whose complex eftects, achieved with both appliqué and
patchwork, were prized in Japan as early as the sixteenth century.
An elegant robe preserved in the Uesugi Shrine, Yamagata Prefec-
ture, Japan, exhibits many of the basic elements of kirihame. The
robe, made about 1560 for a samurai, is a patchwork of the finest
silks, many of them from outside Japan and prized for their rarity.
Angular patches of various sizes form wide, straight-edged strips
that are sewn together to give a striped effect. Sharp diagonals,
jagged and randomly placed, cross the strips of patches at odd
angles, marking the seams between contrasting fabrics.!3

Kirihame techniques were still being employed in the nineteenth
century and must have been used in some of the Japanese trade
goods sold in American shops. They probably inspired women
accustomed to patching cottons together in symmetrical arrange-
ments to break with the old rigidity. In any case, these crazy quilts,
heavily embellished with an artful array of decorative stitches along
every seam, appear to have been made in America before they were
i England, which makes them an exception to the general rule
that Japanesque styles arrived in the United States by way of En-
gland, or at least after they had become the fashion there.'* The
crazy quilt shown in figure 3.23 is but one of hundreds that survive
from the Aesthetic era. Like their Japanese models, many of these
quilts incorporated treasured fabrics, usually silks and velvets,
from favorite dresses, worn-out upholstery, or even men’s ties.
Tamar North of North’s Landing, Indiana, made the quilt shown
here in memory of her only daughter, Grace, who died in 1877 at
the age of twenty-one. The embroidered motifs depict an array of
naturalistically rendered flowers, including calla lilies and sunflow-
ers, as well as Japanese fans and vases and figures of children like

NOTES

those pictured in books written and illustrated by the English au-
thor Kate Greenaway (1846—-1901). They might well have been
based on the patterns for just this sort of work that late nineteenth-
century magazines published in great numbers.

A crazy quilt seems a fitting object with which to end a survey
of the impact of the Aesthetic movement on surface ornament in
wallpapers, carpets, and textiles used and made in America. It rep-
resents one of the most popular, and in some ways the most triv-
ialized, American spin-offs from the English-born movement, yet
as a form it is free from direct English precedent. It incorporates a
great many symbols and materials that personalize and localize it.
It suggests the way the pursuit of beauty in America brought to-
gether motifs from nature and from many cultures, then rendered
them in styles that range from the painterly and pictorial, through
the conventional, to the geometric. Behind the apparent haphaz-
ardness in this juxtaposition of many ways of rendering imagery
lies a surprisingly coherent dispute about the methodology appro-
priate to ornamental design. In crazy quilts as in the rooms covered
in surface ornament with which chapter 2 begins, the dilution and
reconciliation of divergent ideas, in forms that have come through
the filters of commerce, popularization, and sentimentalization,
have left weakened images of the models that inspired them. The
images have often been rendered in a manner directly and know-
ingly linked with theoretical, even moral, justifications. Before a
popular press published theories about ornament and suggested,
both in words and in illustrations, how to apply those theorics,
embroiderers and home decorators had probably never had such
links called to their attention.

During the Aesthetic era major designers, and even the anony-
mous creators of the most inexpensive or amateur ornamentation
for home furnishings, paid homage in their products to theories of
design. Concern for the moral issues raised in the nineteenth-
century design literature is foreign indeed to the thinking of dec-
orative artists of most other periods. Journalists, advertisers, and
tastemakers introduced unprecedented numbers of decorators,
paperhangers, and stitchers to design theories and convinced cre-
ators and consumers alike that they should care about these ideas.

Like the furnishers of so many rooms of the 1880s whose
twisted interpretation of Ruskin’s ideas emerged as a faith in the
power of ever more-“art” images and objects to render ever more
good, the woman who created this quilt, so laden with ornamental
imagery, perhaps overread the favorite theories of the day. Against
such overreading the succeeding generation now appears to have
been overreacting in its rush to demonstrate that Jess is more. Ves-
tiges of reaction against the excesses of the late nineteenth century
still linger. But a century later, as we begin to recover from a mul-
tiple series of overreadings and overreactions, we can once again
share some of the delight the Aesthetic era took in its rooms and
objects. Among the many, many patterns and ornaments of the
1870s and 1880s some endure as things of lasting beauty, the prod-
ucts of unprecedented and subsequently unmatched thinking and
debating about principles of ornamental design.

1. Perry’s first expedition had arrived in Japan in
July 1853. According to Elizabeth Aslin, The Aes-
thetic Movement: Prelude to Art Nouveau (New York
and Washington, D.C., 1969), p. 80, in 1854 an ex-
hibition of Japanese applied art was mounted “in the
gallery of the Old Water Colour Society in Pall Mall
East,” and from that exhibition Richard Redgrave
and Henry Cole made purchases for their Science
and Art Department; see also Catherine Lynn, “Dec-
orating Surfaces: Aesthetic Delight, Theoretical Di-
lemma,” this publication. Martin Eidelberg and

William R. Johnston, “Japonisme and French Deco-
rative Art,” in Cleveland Museum of Art, Japonisme:
Japanese Influence on French Art, 1854-1910 (exhib.
cat., 1975), p. 143, refer to La Porte Chinoise, which
had been founded as a tea-importing house in 1826,
as an important Parisian source for Japanese curios in
the late 1850s. They cite the Japanese government’s
exhibition at the Exposition Universelle in Paris in
1867 as a major catalyst in stirring Western interest
in Japanese goods. Alison Adburgham, Liberty’s: A
Biography of a Shop (London, 1975), pp. 1926,
chronicles the early years of Liberty and Company.

2. See Aslin, Aesthetic Movement, p. 81; and Julia

Meech-Pekarik, “Early Collectors of Japanese Prints
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art,” Metropolitan
Museum Journal 17 (1982), pp. 93—118. For accounts
of other American collectors of oriental objects, see
T. J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism
and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880~1920
(New York, 1981), esp. pp. 186-90, 225, 228.

3. Wilson H. Faude, “Associated Artists and the
American Renaissance in Decorative Arts,” Winter-
thur Portfolio 10 (1975), p. 102. Scc also Constance
Cary Harrison, Woman’s Handiwork in Modern Homes
(New York, 1881), ill. opp. p. 58, for a portiere de-
signed by Tiffany. The pattern on the portiere is

Surface Ornament 10§



formed by, regular divisions of hexagons, as were
many “Arabian” and “Persian” ornaments illustrated
in Owen Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (1856; [3d
ed.] London, 1868).

4. Among his many books, see John Ruskin, The
Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849), vol. 8 of The Works
of John Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wed-
derburn [library ed.], 39 vols. (London and New
York, 1903-12); and idem, The Two Paths, Being Lec-
tures on Art and Its Application to Decoration and Man-
ufacture (1859), vol. 16 of Works of John Ruskin.

5. For discussion and illustrations of English wall-
papers and embroideries of this period, see Aslin,
Aesthetic Movement. For discussion of English studies
of the influence of aestheticism on embroidery, see
Barbara Morris, Victorian Embroidery (New York,
1962), pp. 113—42; and Joan Edwards, Crewel Em-
broidery in England (New York, 1975), pp. 160off. For
related American work, sec Georgiana Brown
Harbeson, American Needlework (New York, 1938),
pp. 159—65. For English wallpapers of the mid- and
late nineteenth century, see Brenda Greysmith, Wall-
paper (New York, 1976), pp. 128—61; and Jean [D.]
Hamilton, “British Wallpapers from the Later Nine-
teenth Century to the Present Day,” in Charles C.
Oman and Jean [D.] Hamilton, Wallpapers: A History
and Illustrated Catalogue of the Collection of the Victoria
and Albert Museum (London, 1982), pp. 63—67. For
American wallpapers of the period, sece Samuel J.
Dornsife, “Wallpaper,” in The Encyclopaedia of Victo-
riana, ed. Harriet Bridgeman and Elizabeth Drury
(New York, 1975); Catherine Lynn, Wallpaper in
America: From the Seventeenth Century to World War 1
(New York, 1980); and Richard C. Nylander, Eliza-
beth Redmond, and Penny ]. Sander, Wallpaper in
New England (Boston, 1986).

6. For studies of American textiles, see Florence
H. Pettit, America’s Printed and Painted Fabrics, 1800—
1900 (New York, 1970); Jane C. Nylander, Fabrics for
Historic Buildings (Washington, D.C., 1980); Edgar
de Noailles Mayhew and Minor Myers, Jr., A Doc-
umentary History of American Interiors: From the Colo-
nial Eva to 1915 (New York, 1980), pp. 193—310; and
Florence M. Montgomery, Textiles in America, 1650—
1870 (New York, 1983). For carpets in America, see
Anthony N. Landreau, America Underfoot: A History
of Floor Coverings from Colonial Times to the Present
(Washington, D.C., 1976); and Helene von Rosen-
steil, American Rugs and Carpets: From the Seventeenth
Century to Modern Times (New York, 1978).

7. To the enormous recent body of literature on
quilts has been added a slim, colorful volume on
quilts of the type introduced in the 1870s, Penny
McMorris, Crazy Quilts (New York, 1984).

8. Jones, Grammar of Ornament, pls. 31—48. For il-
lustrations of thirteen wallpapers by Jones, see Oman
and Hamilton, Wallpapers, pp. 346~50.

9. For the purest examples of Pugin’s two-
dimensional ornamental work, sce A. W. N. Pugin,
Floriated Ornament: A Series of Thirty-one Designs
(London, 1849). For illustrations of four of the many
wallpaper patterns he designed for the houses of Par-
liament between 1848 and 1859, see Oman and Ham-
ilton, Wallpapers, nos. 1116, 1118, 1123, TI25.
Pugin’s papers, made by Samuel Scott for J. G.
Crace, were perhaps the best-known wallpapers in
mid-nineteenth-century England.

10. John A. Cherol, “Chiteau-sur-Mer in New-
port, Rhode Island,” in Elizabeth Donaghy Garrett,
The Antiques Book of Victorian Interiors (New York,
1981), pp. 124—29.

11. Charles Locke Eastlake, Hints on Household
Taste in Furniture, Upholstery, and Other Details (1868,
reprinted from the 2d London ed., intro. and notes
by Charles C. Perkins, Boston, 1872), p. 116.

12. Most of the factual information given here
about Wight’s life and loyalties has been taken from
Art Institute of Chicago, P. B. Wight: Architect, Con-
tractor, and Critic, 1838—1925, by Sarah Bradford Lan-
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dau (exhib. cat., 19871).

13. “Mr. Wilde and His Gospel,” Critic 2 (Jan. 14,
1882), p. 14.

14. Morris and Company, The Morris Exhibit at the
Foreign Fair, 1883—-84 (Boston, 1883). Color is dis-
cussed at length in this booklet.

1s. Oman and Hamilton, Wallpapers, pp. 363, 369,
381.

16. According to Paul Thompson, The Work of Wil-
liam Morris (New York, 1967), p. 91, Indian and
Venetian, along with a pattern called Diapers [sic],
were issued in 1871. Oman and Hamilton, Wallpa-
pers, give about 186870 as the date for these three
patterns, and for Queen Anne, on p. 381; but on
p- 371 they say Diaper was issued about 1870, and

on p. 377 they give about 1870 as a date for Queen”

Anne and about 1871 for Diaper and Venetian.

17. The eight other patterns—Jasmine, Lily, Vine,
Powdered, Larkspur, Acanthus, Pimpernel, and
Wreath—are illustrated in Oman and Hamilton,
Wallpapers, pp. 370~72.

18. Boston’s reputation prompted the author of
“Household Art,” Carpet Trade Review 4 (Apr. 1877),
p. 45, to remark that “vulgarity, on the whole,
seems preferable to sham ‘culture’ of the Charles
River Order,” and to refer to Beacon Street as a cen-
ter of the “sham crusade against sham.”

19. Isaac Edwards Clarke, Art and Industry: Educa-
tion in the Industrial and Fine Arts in the United States,
pt. 1, Drawing in the Public Schools (Washington,
D.C., 1885), p. ccxvii. This report is U.S. Senate
exec. doc. 209, ser. no.1888, 46th Congress, 2d sess.

20. William Dean Howells to Henry James, Aug.
26, 1873, in W. D. Howells: Selected Letters, ed.
George Arms anc Christoph K. Lohmann (Boston,
1979), vol. 2, p. 34, quoted in Eileen Cynthia Boris,
“Art and Labor: John Ruskin, William Morris, and
the Craftsman Ideal in America, 1876-1915” (Ph.D.
diss., Brown University, 1981), p. 121.

21. William Dean Howells, in Atlantic Monthly 35
(Aug. 1875), p. 243, quoted in Clara Marburg Kirk,
W. D. Howells and Art in His Time (New Brunswick,
N.J., 1965), p. 187.

22. Elliott himself designed the study; see Charles
Wyllys Elliott, The Book of American Intetiors (Bos-
ton, 1876), p. 107.

23. Harriet Prescott Spofford, Art Decoration
Applied to Furniture (New York, 1878), p. 184. The

-essays in this book were originally published anon-

ymously as a series of articles in Harper’s Bazar and
Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, 1876—77; see Eliza-
beth K. Halbeisen, Harriet Prescott Spofford: A Roman-
tic Survival (Philadelphia, 1935), p. 166.

24. William Morris, The Decorative Arts: Their Re-
lation to Modern Life and Progress, an Address Delivered
Before the Trades’ Guild of Learning, of London (Lon-
don and Boston, 1878), p. 6. This address was later
included, under the title “The Lesser Arts,” in Wil-
liam Morris, Hopes and Fears for Art: Lectures on Art

.and Industry (1882), vol. 22 of The Collected Works of

William Morris, ed. May Morris, 24 vols. (London,
1910-15), pp. 3—27.

25. The other patterns include Rose, Bower, Chry-
santhemum, Apple, Acorn, Poppy, Saint James,
Wreath, and Grafton; all are illustrated in Oman and
Hamilton, Wallpapers, pp. 373-74.

26. See Morris and Company, Morris Exhibit.

27. Morris, Decorative Arts, p. 7. See also Luther
Hooper, “The Sunflower: A Botanical, Historical,
and Esthetic Account of the Favorite Flower,” pts. 1,
2, Decorator and Furnisher 1 (Oct. 1882), p. 17; (Nov.
1882), p. so. Significantly, these were the first two
issues of the magazine.

28. Morris, Decorative Arts, p. 7.

29. William Marris, Some Hints on Pattern Design-
ing: A Lecture Delivered at the Working Men’s College,
London, on December 10, 1881 (London, 1899), p. 24.

30. An observation of Thompson, Work of William
Morris, p. 91.

31. For period photographs of rooms decorated
with Morris papers, see Lynn, Wallpaper, pp. 383—
91, 413, 457, 471. For further documentation of their
popularity in America, see Boris, “Art and Labor,”
pp. 120-29.

32. In 1871 J. M. Bumstead and Company of Bos-
ton was serving as Morris’s authorized agent for
wallpapers, tiles, stamped and unstamped velvets,
curtain stuffs, carpets, and laces; see Clarke, Art and
Industry, p. ccxvii. In 1873 Bumstead and Company
of Boston was mentioned as American agent for
Morris and Company in “Culture and Progress: The
William Morris Window,” Scribner’s Monthly 6 (June
1873), p. 245. By September 1882 Elliot and Good-
wirrof New York was advertising that it was Amer-
ican agent for Morris and Company; sce Art
Interchange 9 (Sept. 28, 1882), p. 68. The firm sold
Morris wallpapers, chintzes, tapestries, furniture,
silks, crewels, carpets, velvets, serges, tiles, and em-
broidery silks. A successor firm, Elliot and Bulkley,
became Morris’s agent in 1883, according to Boris,
“Art and Labor,” p. 122. In 1885 yet another succes-
sor firm, A. E. Bulkley, 14 East Fourteenth Street,
New York, advertised on the front cover of the Dec-
orator and Furnisher 7 (Nov. 1885) that it was “The
Sole Agent in America” for Morris and Company,
whose goods could be bought from its authorized
agents: A. H. DAVENPORT AND COMPANY, Boston;
W. F. Spingler, Newport, R.1.; B. W. Wooster Fur-
niture Company, Albany, N.Y.; J. L. Earll and Com-
pany, Utica, N.Y.; Warner and Jennings, Buffalo,
N.Y.; Bradstreet Thurber and Company, Minneapo-
lis, Minn.; John J. McGrath, Chicago; the Robert
Mitchell Furniture Company, Cincinnati; P. Hanson
Hiss and Company, Baltimore; and C. B. Scott and
Company, Philadelphia. Each of these companies in
turn placed advertisements in local publications.

33. “Mr. Wilde and His Gospel,” p. 14.

34. “Modern Wallpapers,” Furniture Gazette 4 (May
13, 1876), p. 302.

35. Christopher Dresser, Principles of Decorative De-
sign (1873; reprint London, 1973), p. 87.

36.. Metford Warner, “The Notebooks of Metford
Warner,” manuscript, n.d., Library of the Victoria
and Albert Museum, London. The set Warner cites
as the first Jeffrey and Company produced was de-
signed by Brightwen Binyon; it is described and il-
lustrated in Oman and Hamilton, Wallpapers, p. 284
(nos. 772, 773). The frieze from this set was used at
Chiteau-sur-Mer in Newport, R.1.; see Lynn, Wall-
paper, pp. 348—49.

37. Dresser’s lectures were printed in Penn Monthly,
Jan.—Mar. 1877, pp. 15-16; see David A. Hanks, The
Decorative Designs of Frank Lloyd Wright (New York,
1979), pp- 3—5- The lectures were mentioned in Wal-
ter Smith, Examples of Household Taste (New York,
copr. 1875 [1880?]), p. 473, also issued as Walter
Smith, Industrial Art, vol. 2 of The Masterpieces of the
Centennial International ~Exhibition (Philadelphia,
copr. 1875 [1877?]).

38. The design patents bear the numbers 9,975~87;
see Lynn, Wallpaper, pp. 396—97.

39. See also Christopher Dresser, Japan: Its Archi-
tecture, Art, and Art Manufactures (London and New
York, 1882).

40. For a description of Lincrusta-Walton, a wall
covering with a linseed-oil base, and of other wall
coverings with patterning in relief, see Lynn, Wall-
papet, pp. 432-43.

41. Advertisement of H. Bartholomae and Com-
pany, New York, makers and importers of wallpa-
pers, in New York Life 2 (Sept. 27, 1883), p. ii.

42. Handbill of DeZouche and Co., 1or1 Fifth Ave-
nue, Pittsburgh, with the heading “Pittsburgh, Feb-
ruary, 1877, in the Strong Museum, Rochester,
N.Y. I thank Rodris Roth, National Museum of
American History, Washington, D.C., for sending



me a photocopy of this advertisement; Roth in turn
credits Susan Myers of the Strong Museum for call-
ing it to her attention. See also the advertisement of
F. Andress and Company, Cincinnati, in Ilustrated
Catalogue of the Art Department, Cincinnati Industrial
Exposition, 1882 (Cincinnati, 1882), unpaged, 3d p.
from end. Kenneth R. Trapp, The Oakland Mu-
seum, Calif., was kind enough to produce a copy of
this catalogue for me. For a New York advertisement
also listing papers “after Morris, Dresser, Eastlake,”
see Lynn, Wallpaper, p. 388.

43. Harrison, Woman’s Handiwork, p. 136.

44. W., “An Exhibition of Wall-Papers,” Scientific
American Supplement 7 (Apr. 12, 1879), p. 2718, re-
printed from Awmerican Architect and Building News.
One of Root’s designs for McGrath was described in
“Art Notes,” Inland Architect and Builder 1 (Nov.
1883), unpaged, as “a dado and border, a wallpaper
and frieze . . . characteristic, bold, and artistic.”

45. Carpentry and Building 2 (Dec. 1880), pp. 221-
24; Lynn, Wallpaper, pp. 387-88, 398, 412.

46. Compare Clarence Cook, “What Shall We Do
with Our Walls?” (New York, 1880), pl. opp. p. 24
(see L. 3.13), with Jones, Grammar of Ornament,
pl. 91.

47. “Unique India Designs of Lockwood de For-
est” were advertised by Warren, Fuller and Lange in
Art Amateur 12 (Mar. 1885), back cover. The adver-
tisement is illustrated in Faude, “Associated Artists,”
p. 127.

48. M. G. Van Rensselaer, “The Competition in
Wall-Paper Designs,” American Architect and Building
News 10 (Nov. 26, 1881), pp. 251-52.

49. Candace Wheeler, “Decoration of Walls,” Out-
look: A Weekly Newspaper, Nov. 2, 1895, p. 706,
quoted in Faude, “Associated Artists,” p. 127.

so. For examples, see Lynn, Wallpaper, pp. 392,
414-15, 423, 433—34, 436-38.

s1. Trellis is illustrated in Oman and Hamilton,
Wallpapers, p. 363.

52. For examples of American patterns borrowed
more faithfully from Japanese and high-style Anglo-
Japanesque sources, see Lynn, Wallpaper, pp. 392,
437.

53. See “The Aesthetic in Wallpaper Manufacture,”
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 54 (May 27, 1882),
p. 219; “Philadelphia Letter,” Decorator and Furnisher
1 (Oct. 1882), p. 20; and R. H. Pratt, “Dados,” Dec-
orator and Furnisher 4 (July 1884), p. 139.

s4. Eastlake, Hints on Household Taste, pp. 109—10,
113~14; Clarence Cook, The House Beautiful: Essays
on Beds and Tables, Stools and Candlesticks (1878; re-
print New York, 1980), pp. 49-56.

55. Carpet Trade 11 (Oct. 1880), p. 7.

56. Aslin, Aesthetic Movement, p. 65, quotes con-
temporary descriptions of Godwin’s designs.

§7. “Sarah Bernhardt’s Fancy,” Carpet Trade Review
7 (Nov. 1880), p. 220.
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the Front. Pioneer Persian Three-Plys—Designs
Which Have Reached Their Twentieth Year and Are
Still Selling—Points about Popular Taste,” Carpet
Trade and Review 14 (Oct. 1, 1883), p. 26. Another,
similar pattern, designed for the Hartford Carpet
Company in 1864 by Levi G. Malkin, was also illus-
trated as “A Home Production” still selling well.

59. This description is derived from the definition
of “Smyrna carpet or rug” in History and Manufacture
of Floor Coverings (New York, 1899), p. 94.

60. Harrison, Woman'’s Handiwork, p. 138.

61. The name of Bigelow’s firm and its location
changed several times during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. 1 use here the corporate
name that appeared in George Wallis, New York In-
ternational Exhibition: Special Report to the House of
Commons . . . February 6, 1854 (London, 1854), p. 32.
Wallis wrote, “The most interesting carpet manufac-

tory in the United States is without doubt, that of
the Bigelow Carpet Company, Clinton, Massachu-
setts. In this establishment the manufacture of Brus-
sels carpets by power is fully and completely carried
out, and a fabric manufactured, which . . . is of ex-
ceptional character.” The industry statistics are taken
from “Our Carpet Mills,” Carpet Trade 11 (Jan.
1880), pp. 11-13.

62. “The Spring Styles,” Carpet Trade 10 (Jan.
1879), p. 17.

63. Advertisements for “art squares” were placed
by Thomas Leedom and Company, Philadelphia, in
Carpet Trade and Review 17 (Apr. 15, 1886), p. s;
Hemphill, Hamlin and Company, New York, Carpet
Trade and Review 17 (May 15, 1886), p. 1; and the
Hyatt Company, New York, Carpet Trade and Review
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“Kensington art squares” advertised by Joseph Wild
and Company, New York, in Carpet Trade and Re-
view 17 (Aug. 15, 1886), p. 20, and Boyd, White and
Company, Philadelphia, Carpet Trade and Review 17
(Apr. 15, 1886), p. 16, might have been convention-
alized patterns woven in seamless ingrain carpets
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64. Carpet Trade and Review 18 (July 1, 1887),
p- 128.

65. “Good Taste,” Carpet Trade 11 (Aug. 1880),
p. IL

66. A Well-known Brussels Designer, “Floral
Brussels Designs,” Carpet Trade 13 (Feb. 1882), pp.
25—26.

67. H. Kuenemann, “Nature in Industrial Design,”
Carpet Trade and Review 18 (Aug. 15, 1887), p. 36,
paraphrasing Ruskin, Two Paths, p. 290.

68. “The Spring Styles,” Carpet Trade 10 (Jan.

1879), pp. 17-22. Henry Davis, “Styles in Art,” Car- -

pet Trade Review 9 (Apr. 1882), p. 30, referred to “the
Japanese ornament [that] has also, within the last
four years, been largely applied to designs for car-
pets.” In “A Matter of Taste,” Carpet Trade and Re-
view 15 (Feb. 15, 1884), p. 39, 2 “veteran carpet
dealer” wrote that “Japancse designs and realistic
patterns seem to have had their day, and are virtually
laid aside for a time.”

69. Among the many articles by, on, and quoting
from Morris and Dresser in the press of the carpet
trade the following are of interest: William Morris,
“Historical Development of Pattern Designing,”
Carpet Trade 10 (June 1879), pp. 19—20; “Harmony
of Colors,” Carpet Trade 11 (Feb. 1880), pp. 16-17;
“A Few Words to Mr. Dresser,” Carpet Trade Review
7 {Sept. 1880), p. 172; “The Decay of Eastern Art”
[excerpts from Morris’s lecture “The Lesser Arts”;
see note 24 above], Carpet Trade and Review 13 (July
1882), p. 25; “Arraigning Mr. William Morris,” Car-
pet Trade and Review 15 (Nov. 1, 1884), p. 47; and
“Dr. Dresser on Carpet Design,” Carpet Trade and
Review 16 (Jan. 15, 1885), pp. 33—34.

70. Kuenemann, “Nature in Industrial Design,”
p- 36.
71. Dresser, Principles of Decorative Design, p. 104.

72. The anonymous author of “The Power to De-
sign a Source of National Wealth and Prosperity,”
Carpet Trade 10 (Aug. 1879), pp. 13—14, wrote, “We
have made vast strides in the right direction since Mr.
Dresser so coolly judged us.” The author of “Are We
Progressive?” Carpet Trade Review 7 (Sept. 1880),
p. 170, noted that “Mr. Dresser’s onslaught upon
American taste in carpets has awakened considerable
discussion.” F. E. Fryatt, “Domestic Designing,”
Carpet Trade 12 (July 1881), pp. 13-14, remarked
that “Mr. Dresser so strongly denounced . . . our
depraved taste. Up to a certain time America . . . had
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for the employment of decorative art. . . . The true
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American school of art in carpet design.” Fryatt went
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Fryatt was referring to the New York Institute of
Technical Design for Women, which opened at 351
West Twenty-fourth Street on October 27, 1881. Ac-
cording to “Women Carpet Designers,” Carpet Trade
9 (May 1879), p. 12, the principal of the institute,
Mrs. Florence E. Cory, “a practical carpet designer”
from Oswego, N.Y., had been a teacher of the nor-
mal class at the Cooper Union for the Advancement
of Science and Art in New York. In the Carpet Trade
12 (Oct. 1881), p. 13, Cory was lavishly praised as
“an energetic and enterprising young lady” who had
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the most prominent of our carpet manufacturers.”
Her stated intention, printed in the Carpet Trade and
Review 13 (Oct. 1882), p. 25, was to give “advan-
tages to ladies which they cannot otherwise obtain,
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always been theirs.” Mary Gay Humphreys, “In-
struction in Carpet Designing,” Art Amateur 6 (Apr.
1882), p. 100, is an admiring and detailed account of
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pils and published their designs. It also gave accounts
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discussed teaching methodology and appropriate
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the role of women in designing carpets. In “Indus-
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cause, as the author of “Among the Studios,” Carpet
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73. Scribner’s Monthly 6 (June 1873), p. 245.

74. William Morris, quoted in Birmingham Mu-
seums and Art Gallery, Eng., Textiles by William
Morris and Morris and Co., 1861-1940, by Oliver Fair-
clough and Emmeline Leary (exhib. cat., 1981),
p- sI. :
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(Aug. 1880), p. 149. The introduction of Hammer-
smiths was also noted in “Mr. Morris Makes a
Move,” Carpet Trade 11 (Aug. 18, 1880), p. 22.
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its backing. In the American carpet industry this
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Active Service,” Carpet Trade and Review 14 (Oct. 1,
1883), p. 26. But whether it was also used in En-
gland is not clear to me. Whether made in America
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of a type of machine-made carpeting that was ac-
ceptable to American decorators in the 1870s and
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installation in the Sarah Orne Jewett house. For a
near duplicate of this carpet, see Birmingham Mu-
scums and Art Gallery, Textiles by William Morris,
p. 102 (no. C11A).

78. See “Spring Carpet Styles,” Carpet Trade 9 (Jan.
1878), p. 18, the Philadelphia firm of Boyd, White
and Company’s showing of floor oilcloths by R. H.
and B. C. Reeve. Nos. 116, 118, 196 are “Morris”
designs; no. 129 is a “Dresser” pattern.

79. “Parisian Fancies,” Carpet Trade Review 7 (Nov.
1880), p. 223.

80. See especially “Spring Carpet Styles,” Carpet
Trade 9 (Jan. 1878), pp. 15-19; and “The Spring
Styles,” Carpet Trade 10 (Jan. 1879), pp. 17—22.

81. Eastlake, Hints on Household Taste, pp. 112-15.

82. “Aestheticism in Carpets,” Carpet Trade 13
(May 1882), pp. 27-28.

83. Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, Tex-
tiles by William Morris, pp. 92, 99.

84. For the “authorized agents” of Morris and
Company from 1871 to 1885, see note 32 above. The
list is far from complete. In Boston in 1879, for ex-
ample, E. H. Bradbrook was offering “all colors of
Silk and Wool, Wool and Cotton Fabrics from
‘MORRIS’ and from the English and French Man-
ufactories,” according to their advertisement in Bos-
ton Society of Decorative Art, Catalogue of a Loan
Exhibition in Aid of the Boston Society of Decorative Art,
January 1879 (exhib. cat., 1879), p. 2. A. H. Daven-
port and Company had evidently taken over Brad-
brook by 1881.

85. Morris coined the term “weavers’ flowers,”
which he used in 1881 in Some Hints on Pattern De-
signing, p. 27.

86. Eastlake, Hints on Household Taste, p. 95.

87. Fine Art Society Limited, London, Christopher
Dresser, 1834—1904, by Stuart Durant et al. (exhib.
cat., 1972), unpaged, 3d p. from end.

88. For other Talbert textiles, sec Aslin, Aesthetic
Movement, pp. 117-18.

89. Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, The
Kashmir Shawl, by Sarah Buie Pauly (exhib. cat.,
1975), pp. 30-35.

90. Clay Lancaster, The Japanese Influence in Amer-
ica (New York, 1963), p. 217.

9I. See, for example, the advertisement of the First
Japanese Manufacturing and Trading Company, New
York Times, Dec. 13, 1880.

92. “Japan in Miniature,” Carpet Trade and Review
16 (Dec. 15, 1885), p. 35.

93. Dixie, Mar. 1886, p. 128.

94. Appleton’s Journal, a Magazine of General Litera-
ture 14 (July 24, 1875), p. 121.

9s. Madeleine Stern, We the Women: Career Firsts
of Nineteenth-Century America (New York, 1963),
p- 189; see also Candace Wheeler, Yesterdays in a Busy
Life (New York and London, 1918).

96. For more information about the John Sloane
house and its decoration, see Dianne H. Pilgrim,
“Decorative Art: The Domestic Environment,” in
Brooklyn Museum, The American Renaissance, 1876—
1917 (exhib. cat., 1979), pp. 143—45.

97. The room is also illustrated in William Seale,
The Tasteful Interlude: American Interiors Through the
Camera’s Eye, 1860—1917 (New York, 1975), pp. 74—
75. I thank Ann Coleman, The Brooklyn Museum,
for pointing this out. The chances that Christian
Herter himself might have designed textile patterns
are enhanced by the fact that in 1878 he registered in
the U.S. Patents Office twelve designs for wallpaper
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patterns; see Lynn, Wallpaper, pp. 385—97.

98. An exhibition drawn from this collection, Just
New from the Milis: Printed Cottons in Victorian Amer-
ica, was mounted in 1984 by Diane L. Fagan Affleck,
Museum of American Textile History, North An-
dover, Mass., which at that time was called the Mer-
rimack Valley Textile Museum. Lawrence and
Company of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia,
whose name appears on all the sample cards, were
the sales representatives for Cocheco.

99. See Yale University Art Gallery,
Shawl.

100. Stern, We the Women, p. 277.

Kashmir

101. Arachne [pseud.], “Propriety in Needlework
Decoration,” Art Amateur 10 (Mar. 1884), pp. 90-9T,
mentions the New York, Philadelphia, Boston, Chi-
cago, and San Francisco societies. The society in
Rochester, N.Y., is noted in “Amateur Decorative
Societies,” Carpet Trade and Review 13 (Aug. 1882),
p- 34; the one in Saratoga, N. Y., in American Architect
and Building News 3 (Mar. 30, 1878), p. 109; the one
in Baltimore in Crockery and Glass Journal 10 (Dec.
18, 1879), p. 26, and in “Decorative Exhibition,”
Carpet Trade and Review 14 (June 15, 1883), p. 42.
102. Arachne, “Propriety in Needlework Decora-
tion,” p. 9o. In Candace Wheeler’s lengthiest account
of her society, The Development of Embroidery in
America (New Yoark and London, 1921), p. 110, she
recalled that “graduates from the Kensington School
were employed as teachers in nearly all of the differ-
ent societies, and in this way every city became the
center of this new-old form of embroidery.”

103. Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, Tex-
tiles by William Morris, pp. 21, 28.

104. Elliot and Goodwin of New York were selling
Morris crewels in 1882, according to “Materials for
Decorative Work,” Art Interchange 7 (June 8, 1882),
p. 136; see also notes 32, 84 above.

105. Morris, Victorian Embroidery, pp. 19-31.
MJarianne M.] Alford, Needlework as Art (London,
1886), pp. 49—s0 (n. 1), appreciated Morris’s color,
its “sobriety and tenderness.”

106. Morris, Vidorian Embroidery, p. 115.

107. Mary Gay Humphreys, “The Royal School of
Art Needlework,” Art Amateur 11 (Sept. 1884),
p- 88.

108. See Gilbert R. Redgrave, The Manual of Design,
Compiled from the Writings and Addresses of Richard
Redgrave (London and New York, 1876). Richard
Redgrave was one of the leaders in the English cam-
paign to reform design education, which is discussed
in Lynn, “Decorating Surfaces,” this publication.

109. Alford, Needlework as Art, pp. 77, 69.
110. Humphreys, “Royal School,” p. 88.

ri1. Although the design for this screen has been
assigned to Crane by the Royal School of Art
Needlework based on drawings attributed to him, it
could also have been designed by another of the art-
ists who did work for the school. Walter Smith, in
Examples of Household Taste, did not credit Crane
with the design, even though elsewhere in his book
he noted him as the designer of work executed at the
school. (On p. 172, for instance, Smith discussed the
portiere shown in illustration 3.29 as “the most elab-
orate piece of work in the exhibit of the Royal School
of Art Needlework,” part of “a complete set of
room-hangings designed by the well-known artist,
Mr. Walter Crane.”) On p. 255 Smith described the
screen, which he illustrated on p. 249, as “another of
the charming pieces of work designed and executed
under the auspices of the Royal School of Art
Needlework. . . . The design was doubtless made
by one of the artists employed by that institution.”
In addition, Spofford used a photograph of this same
screen as the frontispiece to her Art Decoration Ap-
plied to Furniture without crediting Crane, and Isabel
Spencer makes no mention of this design in her
monograph on Crane’s work, Walter Crane (New

York, 1975).

112. Smith, Examples of Household Taste, p. 96.

113. Ibid., p. 203. For a description of the Royal So-
ciety’s pavilion, see Morris, Victorian Embroidery,
p. 115.

114. Candace Wheeler, “Art Education for Women,”
Outlook: A Weekly Newspaper ss (Jan. 2, 1897), p. 8s.
115. Stern, We the Women, p. 279.

116. Wheeler, “Art Education for Women,” p. 85,
wrote that “our first efforts were given to the en-
couragement of innumerable auxiliaries all over the
country.” The metamorphosis of the sewing circle
apparently amused Shirley Dare, “Boston Decora-
tive Art,” Art Amateur 4 (May 1881), p. 121, who
noted, “The Boston Society shares with every small-
art club . . . [that it has] changed its style and title
from the old-fashioned sewing circle, and plagues
Christian eyes with sunflower curtains instead of
worrying heathen with flannel bandages.”

117. Stern, We the Women, pp. 282, 300-301.

118. Wheeler, Development of Embroidery, p. 111.
Wheeler also noted her preference for silk threads,
while the English preferred crewels (woolen
threads).

119. Illustrations derived from drawings of four of
the hangings are reproduced in Faude, “Associated
Artists,” pp. 105, 108, 112, 130; seven more appear
in Karal Ann Marling, “Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Woman: Miss Dora Wheeler,” Bulletin of the
Cleveland Museum of Art 65 (Feb. 1978), pp. so,
52-54.

120. “Art Needlework,” Art Amateur 4 (May 1881),
p. 127.

121. “The Society of Decorative Art (New York),”
Scribner’s Monthly 22 (Sept. 1881), pp. 697-709.

122. Constance Cary Harrison, “Some Work of the
‘Associated Artists,’” Harper’s New Monthly Maga-
zine 69 (Aug. 1884), pp. 343—5I.

123. Marling, “Portrait of the Artist,” p. so.

124. “The Vanderbilt Tapestries,” Carpet Trade and
Review 14 (July 1, 1883), p. 57, reported that “the
daily papers have lately been extensively describing
the justly celebrated Vanderbilt tapestries.”

125. SeeJennifer A. Martin [Bienenstock], “The Re-
discovery of Maria Oakey Dewing,” Feminist Art
Journal 5 (Summer 1976), pp. 24-27, 44; and idem,
“Portraits of Flowers: The Out-of-Door Still-Life
Paintings of Maria Oakey Dewing,” American Art
Review (Los Angeles) 4 (Dec. 1977), pp. 48-5s,
114-18.

126. “The Associated Artists,” Art Amateur 12 (Jan.
1885), p. 40.

127. “Society of Decorative Art,” p. 708.

128. Mary Gay Humphreys, “Mrs. Holmes’ Art
Embroideries,” Art Amateur 4 (May 1881), p. 127.

129. Wheeler, Development of Embroidery, p. 115,
reminisced about the work of these embroiderers and
about that of a Mrs. Dewey of New York (perhaps
this represents a misprinting of Maria Oakey Dew-
ing’s last name?). See also “Society of Decorative
Art,” p. 697, where work by Miss Townshend and
“Mr. Maynard’s allegorical panels” are discussed.

130. For instance, excerpts from M. S. Lockwood
and E[lizabeth] Glaister, Art Embroidery (London,
1878) and from Elizabeth Glaister, Needlework (Lon-
don, 1880) were printed in “Curtains, Mantel-
Hangings, and Piano Fronts,” Art Amateur 3 (July
1880), pp. 38—39; “Door-Curtains,” Art Amateur 3
(Sept. 1880), p. 78; and “Needlework Screens,” At
Amateur 4 (Dec. 1880), p. 9.

131. See, for example, Jane Weaver, “Kensington-
Stitch for Outline Embroidery,” Peterson’s Magazine
83 (Jan. 1883), p. 8. I thank Diane L. Fagan Affleck,
Museum of American Textile History, North An-
dover, Mass., for this reference. Humphreys, “Royal
School,” p. 88, described the South Kensington



stitch as “only the varied use of the stem-stitch,
which is common to the embroideries of all nations.”

132. Humphreys, “Royal School,” p. 88, reported
that “what are understood as antique tints are almost
exclusively used [at the Royal School of Art Needle-
work]. Antique tints are simply the result of time
and the action of the air on colors which we would
not call antique. . . . The finest pieces of color, how-
ever, at the Royal School are in different tints of the
same hue, using a ground of the deepest shade as the
starting point.”

133. Boston Society of Decorative Art, Loan Exhi-
bition, nos. 48, s4. See also Dare, “Boston Decora-
tive Art,” p. 122, for a description of “the large
portiere, designed by Mr. Arthur Little, after old En-
glish work,” which “draws attention from its size
and quaint pattern.” Little also served on the board
of managers of the School for Art Needlework at the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; see Harbeson, Amer-
ican Needlework, p. 118.

134. “‘Crazy’ Quilts,” Art Amateur 7 (Oct. 1882),
p. 108.

135. Seiroku Noma, Japanese Costume and Textile
Arts (New York and Tokyo, 1974), fig. 36. Onp. 157
Noma notes that “the truc purpose of kirihame is to
achieve a complex effect by combining several sim-
pler designs,” and that “the kirihame method . . .
stretches back to the Heian period, when it was
known as zogan.” Noma discusses “the preciousness
of the cloths used and the great care taken in the way
the curves, rectangles, triangles and other motifs arc
combined in these compositions” on p. 120.

136. McMorris, Crazy Quilts, p. 21I.

Overleaf: Detail of carved panel (FIG. 4.5)
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The Arttul Interior

Man'])/nn Johnson

N THE SPOKEN language and popular writings of any age there
are a few words that appear to have captured the imagination of
the many. Repeated so often that they cease to have precise mean-
ing, they nevertheless reveal the preoccupations of the period. In
England and America in the 1870s and 1880s the names, terms,
and phrases in the air and on the printed page included artistic and
tasteful, beautiful and useful, medieval, Renaissance and Japanese,
blue and white, lily and sunflower, style, ornament and design,
aesthetic, and most of all, over and over again with ever a different
shade of meaning, art.

There was art furniture and art decoration, industrial art and
household art. In a world in which technology made possible a
dazzling spectrum of product choice, art demanded the attention
of even the Philistine, justified a rapacious acquisitiveness, and led
to the formation of a tastemaking elite. Wending its way from a
small cult of devotees to the constantly widening circle of those
wishing to be cultured, it left forever the rarefied domain of priv-
ilege and entered the house of the common man and woman.

There, art was visible not only upon the walls but also upon the
velvet-covered shelves of mantels and cabinets. One could sit upon
art in the form of an elegant chair of ebonized finish and spindly
frame, and one could even walk upon it in the form of a Persian
carpet. Art fluttered in Japanese fans arranged with studied care-
lessness. It was evident, too, in peacock feathers on piano scarves,
or even in stuffed peacocks, eternally preening upon newel-post
perches.

The importance of art in the home resulted from a complex set
of precepts. Chief among these was the sanctity of one’s dwelling.
An inviolable part of Victorian life, the home was perceived by
many as the microcosm of the nation’s culture. As for the individ-
ual, he too was judged by his residence in this era when a man’s
home was his castle and also his museum of other cultures, his
temple of the visually uplifting, and his school for the inculcation
of proper principles. It was the badge of his social standing, the
proof of his financial success, and the reward for his moral recti-
tude. For many a woman, it was the entire sphere of her world. A
beautiful home was a worthy home, for the quality of surround-
ings could affect the quality of life. Pleasing decoration and objects
had the power to inspire, the householder was constantly admon-
ished by writers, while the ugly would degrade and defile.

The elevation of everyday objects to the status of art was not
without its problems. While satirists spoke lightly of living up to
one’s blue-and-white teapot (see 1L. 11.9), householders felt the
oppressive weight of proper taste. Moreover, an infallible ability
to recognize and to create the beautiful and the true seemed limited

to a select few. Small wonder, then, that men and women alike
agonized over issues of home decoration. “What Shall We Do with
Our Walls?”— a question CLARENCE cook addressed in his1880 book-
let of that title(see F1G. 3.7)—posed " a dilemma of more than casual
significance. Each choice of furnishing, each placement of an ob-
ject, became imbued with meaning. Never had so heavy a burden
rested upon frail table and chair.

The use of the word art with decoration or furniture originated
in England in the 1840s, became popular in the late 1860s, and
reached America by the 1870s. It indicated a reaction to prevailing
Victorian taste and to poorly designed or executed products of the
Industrial Revolution. Exponents of art decoration generally em-
phasized individual preferences, handcrafted as opposed to mass-
produced objects, subtle colors rather than the harsh hues charac-
teristic of mid-nineteenth-century synthetic dyes, and the display
of miscellaneous collections, which gave evidence of an owner’s
cultivation. '

As the art-decoration movement became increasingly wide-
spread, there developed a need for tastemakers, who could guide
the average person to make appropriate decisions. Chief among
the tastemakers were authors of books and articles that set forth
rules for well-chosen decoration and professional designers who
could create a total and harmonious interior. One of the ecarliest
and most influential books of the movement was CHARLES LOCKE
EASTLAKE’s Hints on Household Taste (FIG. 4.1), originally published
in England in 1868 and subsequently republished in at least three
editions there and in at least eight editions in the United States, the
first appearing in 1872 and the last in 1886." To this work can be
traced, perhaps, the popularization of the word art in conjunction
with furniture, as well as many of the governing precepts of taste
that were to be reiterated for the next two decades, including the
desirability of eliminating superfluous ornament and the notion
that beauty results from an object’s fitness for its purpose. Eastlake
may probably also be credited for coining the term houschold art—
first used in the Aesthetic period and still with us today—a term
that refers to art in the context of everyman’s home. “Household
art” covers a broad range of design, from painted panels to clay
pots, indicating the magnitude of choices available to the home-
owner who wished to create an artistic environment.

One way to make acceptable choices was to repeat tried and
true styles of the past, thus affirming the constancy of principles
of art, which once studied and comprehended could be applied to
the present. A second, somewhat riskier way was to emulate an
exotic foreign culture that had found acceptance among the ac-
knowledged cognoscenti. If the homeowner or his decorator found
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FIG. 4.1 Hints on Household Taste (1868; 1st Amer. ed. Bos-
ton, 1872). Charles Locke Eastlake. Cover: 8/2 X 6% in.
(21.5 X 15.7 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
The Jefferson R. Burdick Collection, Gift of Jefferson R.
Burdick (65.672.2)

the bewilderment of possibilities too vast, he could choose a dif-
ferent theme for each room. David L. Einstein, for example,
whose New York town house was illustrated in the lavish publi-
cation Artistic Houses (1883—84), settled on distinct styles for every
room: the hall was decorated in.carly English Renaissance, the li-
brary in Louis XIII (L. 4.1), the dining room in Henry IV, the
sitting room in Anglo-Japanesque, the reception room in Chinese,
the parlor in Louis X VI, and so forth.2

Such choices were not without precedent. For much of the nine-
teenth century, and even before, certain modes had been consid-
ered appropriate to certain rooms. Gothic, or early English, for
mnstance, with its connotations of scholarly monasticism, was
deemed proper for a library. Formal reception rooms had long
been thought the place to display furnishings in the French taste—
Louis XIV, Louis XV, or Louis XVI.

What was peculiar to the Aesthetic period was not the applica-
tion of different styles to different spaces, but rather the abundance
of styles from which one could acceptably choose. Furthermore,
in the homes of the prosperous there was a proliferation of rooms
to which these styles could be applied. In the above description of
Einstein’s house, three rooms are cited that fulfill basically the same
function: the sitting room, the reception room, and the parlor. In
other houses, areas almost analogous to these were sometimes
called by the essentially British terms drawing or morning room
or, in the late 1870s, by the newly favored and less formal Amer-
ican nomenclature, living room.

As early as 1875 Clarence Cook noted, “I use the word lemg—
Room’ instead of ‘Parlor,” because I am not intending to have any-
thing to say about parlors.” He added, :

None but rich people can afford to have a room in their
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houses set apart for the pleasures of idleness. . . . Hap-
pily, the notion that such a room is absolutely necessary
to every respectable family is no longer so prevalent. . . .
They are useless and out of place in the houses of nine-
tenths of our Americans.?

His words indicated changing social structures as well as new liv-
ing patterns, particularly in the homes of the rising middle class.
By the early 1880s the term living room was commonplace. In the
Decorator and Furnisher of January 1883 it appeared in two articles,
one of which described a builder’s row where “every house has a
‘living-room.””* In the other, the author, Mary Gay Humphreys,
bewailed the fetish of the prominent drawing room, while “in cit-
ies the sitting and living rooms is [sic] usually in the rear of the
house.” She proposed that the hall “serve some of the purpose of
the sitting room,” an idea reflected in the living halls that were
becoming prominent in published architectural plans of American
homes.*

If the designation and character of sitting room and hall were
changing, so were those of other spaces. New rooms that were
accorded attention during the 1870s and 1880s included the con-
servatory, the billiard room, and the smoking room. Even such a
man of the people as Mark Twain (1835-1910) included a conser-
vatory (ILL. 4.2) in his residence at Nook Farm in Hartford, Con-
necticut.® This sort of luxury, known to the rich in England in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, by the 1870s in America
could be considered not ostentation, but rather an expression of
interest in the natural world and thus an expression of culture.
Twain’s conservatory was on the first floor of the rambling Stick-
style house that Edward Tuckerman Potter (1831-1904) designed
for him in 1874. It opened off the principal family room, or library,
which had an ornate carved mantelpiece and overmantel from
Scotland, a tasteful scattering of oriental rugs on polished floors,
and comfortable, deeply cushioned chairs. On the third floor of
the house, under the eaves, was the billiard room; Twain indicated
the dual purpose it served for him when he rémarked, “Where do
I write? In the billiard room, the very most satisfactory study that
ever was.”” Having been distracted in his second-floor study by the
views, Twain preferred in his attic retreat merely to gaze at the
walls, which had been decorated, by an unknown hand, with bil-
liard symbols. On the first floor, the wall decorations and the plans
for the main rooms were designed, in 1881, by LOUIS COMFORT
TIFFANY and ASSOCIATED ARTISTS, a group founded in 1879 by
Tiffany, in collaboration with LOCKWOOD DE FOREST, SAMUEL
COLMAN, and CANDACE WHEELER.

Far grander in scale than Twain’s picturesque house was a New-
port, Rhode Island, mansion called Chiteau-sur-Mer. In 1870 its
owners, George Peabody Wetmore and his bride, Edith, embarked
on an extended European trip, leaving the remodeling of their fu-
ture home in the hands of the noted architect Richard Morris Hunt
(1827-1895). During the next ten years Chiteau-sur-Mer was
completely transformed in terms of its spatial qualities, room ar-
rangement and designation, and decorative detailing.® One of the
first areas to exhibit the new aesthetic taste was a morning room
(ILL. 4.3) of approximately one thousand square feet, remodeled in
1873 by Hunt as a meeting place and an auxiliary library for Wet-
more. White-oak woodwork and a massive Modern Gothic mantel
formed a background for furniture in the same style, which was
being popularized at that time by British tastemakers such as East-
lake and BRUCE J. TALBERT. The fireplace surround was made of
MINTON AND COMPANY tiles with patterns of cattails, water lilies,
and insects, and the fireplace lining, also of Minton tiles, displayed
the Four Seasons pattern designed by WALTER CRANE. Since George
and Edith Wetmore spent their overseas sojourn in England, lo-
cating acsthetic tiles, wallpapers, fabrics, and furniture was not
difficult for them. If the decorative features of their house owe
much to the owners’ awareness and taste, the innovative plan and



architectural character indicate Hunt’s familiarity with current En-
glish and French interiors.

A tour-de-force hall was created by Hunt from the space given
in 1851-$2 to the original staircase and dining room. Unified with
the adjoining morning room and Hunt’s boldly conceived grand
staircase by white-oak woodwork, the hall soars three levels and
forty-five feet to a stained-glass skylight that was at one time back-
lighted by sixty gas jets. On the first floor the ceiling of the light-
well surround is painted to resemble woven matting; on the second
and third levels it is frescoed in trompe-Toeil trellises laden with
grapevines. This dematerializing of the ceiling plane is echoed on
the ceiling of the grand staircase, where trellises support even
lusher foliage and the onlooker’s eye, like the painted bird above,
wheels off into the endless space of artifice.

Swallow-like birds evoking patterns from Japanese prints also
flit across the wallpaper frieze of George Wetmore’s bedroom (ILL.
4.4). The frieze and the willow-pattern paper of the bed alcove
were designed by wiLLiam MoRrris. The bed itself was made in
London in 1876 by Gregory and Company, part of a four-piece
suite with matching chimney breast that, along with the paneled
and patterned walls and the bordered and patterned ceiling, creates
as excellent a simulation of an English aesthetic room as existed in
America in this period.

During the mid-1870s, when Hunt was redesigning Chateau-
sur-Mer (a project he undertook in 1869 and worked on for nearly
a decadc), another residence, vastly different though curiously
analogous to the Wetmores’, was rising on a plot just across the
street (see ILLS. 10.9, 10.10). In contrast to the formidable gray
granite of its neighbor, this second house had an exterior poly-
chromed and textured in a variety of materials: irregular pink-
granite ashlar with brownstone trim for the ground-story ma-
sonry, half~timbering and plaster with painted decoration for the
front gable, bands of glass in the grouped casement windows,
oddly shaped decorative shingles for the high roofs, and red brick
for the massive chimneys. This irregularity and yet unity, this rich-
ness and yet seeming simplicity existed inside as well. Although
the sources for the house were clearly English and lay particularly
in the work of RICHARD NORMAN SHAW, the creators were Ameri-
can: H. H. RICHARDSON, its architect; Stanford White (1853-1906),
Richardson’s assistant from 1872 to 1878 and the house’s principal
interior designer; and its owners, William Watts Sherman and his
young wife, Anne Derby Wetmore Sherman, sister of George Pea-
body Wetmore. Whereas at Chiteau-sur-Mer the concepts of
Queen Anne architecture and the British Aesthetic movement
were only partially assimilated, in the W. Watts Sherman house
they found their first complex yet cohesive American expression.

The core of the W. Watts Sherman residence was a hall that
stretched from front to back, but unlike Hunt's spectacular hall in
Chiteau-sur-Mer, which was conceived as a place to view and to
pass through, this one was regarded as a living space. Opening off
a vestibule and staircase, it both linked and extended the principal
rooms of the first story: the drawing room and the library on one
side, the dining room on the other. Doorways opening into these
areas were wide, giving a spatial continuity within the structure,
while window walls at the front and back incorporating stained
glass provided light and a feeling of space.

Perhaps the best evocation of the hall as it appeared originally
is a sketch (ILL. 4.5), attributed to Stanford White, published in
May 1875 in the New-York Sketch-Book of Architecture. Although
inaccurate in the sense that no vantage point existed that allowed
such a view of the vestibule and the staircase, the drawing vividly
depicts a fully developed and integrated early aesthetic interior,
with its massive central fireplace bordered with tiles, its dado pan-
eling in squares, its patterned walls and frieze, and its boldly
beamed ceiling.

Not visible in the illustration are some of the most interesting
decorative details of the hall. Blue-and-white Dutch tiles facing the

ILL. 4.1 “Mr. David L. Einstein’s iibrary.” Artistic Houses (Nc’w York,
1883-84). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Muscum of Art

ILL. 4.2 Library and conservatory, Mark Twain house, Hartford, Conn.
Designed by Edward Tuckerman Potter, 1874, decorated by Associated
Artists, New York, 1881. Mark Twain Memorial, Hartford, Conn.




Above: 1L, 4.3 Morning room, Chiteau-sur-Mer, Newport, R.1. De-
signed by Seth Bradford, 1851-52, remodeled by Richard Morris Hunt,
1871-78, for George Peabody Wetmore. The Preservation Society of
Newport County, Newport, R.L

fireplace and recalling the Colonial period were probably one of
White’s decorative choices. Stained-glass panels in a flower-and-
lattice pattetn (see FIG. 6.5) by JOHN LA FARGE might have been the
preference of either Richardson or White, or of both in concert. A
colleague of Richardson’s, La Farge had also been a counselor to
White, recommending that he renounce the artist’s brush for a
more lucrative profession. In part because of La Farge’s advice,
White entered Richardson’s office in 1872, the same year that Rich-
ardson began designing Trinity Church in Boston, which later was
decorated with stained glass and murals by La Farge and others, If
the W. Watts Sherman house owes most of its architectural coher-
ence to Richardson, it owes much of its color and charm to the
painterly strokes of White.

Before 1880 White had further extended his influence on the

W. Watts Sherman interiors by converting the original drawing

room into a library. In keeping with the changing tastes of the
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Opposite: ILL. 4.4 Bedroom, Chiteau-sur-Mer, Newport, R.I. Designed

by Seth Bradford, 1851—52, remodeled by Richard Morris Hunt, 1871—

78, for George Peabody Wetmore. The Preservation Society of Newport
County, Newport, R.1.

1870s, the lingering Gothicism that had characterized British ar-
chitecture of the 1860s and early 1870s" was replaced with classi-
cism. Colonial-revival details were prominent in the paneling,
which also skillfully incorporated Hispano-Moresque and Japa-
nesque motifs. Gilded lines, some in the whiplash curve that would
in the 1890s signal Art Nouveau, embellished the deep green back-
ground. Fretwork and screen effects suggested the East, to which
wealthy Newport merchants had once sent vessels, while great
carved scallop shells evoked Newport’s own illustrious eighteenth-
century furniture and architecture.

Since many of the most important British furniture and interior
designs of the Aesthetic movement were the work of architects,
one might be tempted to view White’s role in the W. Watts Sher-
man house as that of the architect functioning as interior decorator.
In fact, although White is now remembered as an architect, he had
no training in that field prior to his apprenticeship with Richard-
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son. His part in the W. Watts Sherman project and in other carly
schemes might therefore just as accurately be seen as that of the
artist-designer serving as architect.

To some extent replacing the traditional role of the architzct as
the developer of the unified interior, the artist-designer remained
prominent throughout the Aesthetic movement. Preeminence was
also enjoyed by another new figure, that of the interior decorator.
Although the concept of the interior decorator existed prior to the
1870s and 1880s, the term came into common usage during those
decades, having made its first significant appearance in New York
and other American city directories in the 1870s.° Most firms or
decorators listed were furniture manufacturers who had expanded
their services to include the design and execution of interior wood-
work as well as furniture, the stocking of fabrics for draperies,
portieres, and upholstery, and in many cases, the display of a range
of accessories and bibelots, often from foreign sources, to com-
plete a room and give it character. Large furniture firms were no
longer simply cabinetmakers employing skilled carvers, turners,
and workers in inlay, but were also upholsterers, retailers, and ar-
biters of taste—that is, decorators.

An 1871 volume with photographs and descriptions of the fac-
tory of the Pottier and Stymus Manufacturing Company, which
had begun as cabinetmakers, indicates how many specialties were
by that time carried out under one roof. In 1876 The Golden Book
of Celebrated Manufacturers and Merchants in the United States ampli-
fied the information supplied in the carlier publication. As The
Golden Book explained, one workroom contained “panels with
graceful frescoes, and sketches for carpets which are to be manu-
factured at Aubusson.” Another department specialized in the fin-
ishing and gilding of bronze, while yet a third produced the locks
and moldings for case goods and interior work. The cabinetmak-

ing division was on the second floor, where a “large part of [the]
room [was] devoted to the manufacture of ceilings for dining
rooms.” In this area veneering was done, as well as chair upholstery
and the making of tapestries, hangings, and trimmings.'°

In Art Decoration Applied to Furniture (1878, see FIG. 2.3) the
writer HARRIET PRESCOTT SPOFFORD, suggesting ways to create an
artistic interior, recommended the services of professional deco-
rators if one could afford them:

They will enter at the moment the masons leave, and they
will not only attend to every detail, but will render those
details into a homogeneous whole. The frescoes of the
ceilings, the colors of the carpet and curtains and furniture
covers, the wood-work of the furniture and of the walls,
will be designed exactly to correspond with each other;
doors and fireplaces, windows and mirrors, will be part
of the picture."

In the Aesthetic period the New York firms considered most
capable of such achievements included HERTER BROTHERS; A. KIMBEL
AND J. CABUS; L. Marcotte and Company; Herts Brothers; Pottier
and Stymus Manufacturing Company; and Roux and Company,
all evolving from furniture~-making firms; COTTIER AND COMPANY,
whose Scottish founder began as a manufacturer of stained glass;
and Sypher and Company, which produced furniture, particularly
in the Colonial-revival style, but also dealt extensively in antiques
and in decorative accessories. Though firms in other cities pro-
claimed their abilities to create artistic interiors, the leading New
York companies were those generally chosen to decorate the
houses of the prominent and wealthy across the country.

From New York and Boston on the East Coast, to Cincinnati,

ILL. 4.5 “Staircase and Hall in Cottage for W. Watts Sherman, Esq., Newport.” Designed by H. H.
Richardson, drawing attributed to Stanford White, 1874. New-York Sketch-Book of Architecture
(May 1875). Art, Prints and Photographs Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox,

Tilden Foundations
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Minneapolis, and Chicago in the Midwest, to San Francisco and
its suburb Menlo Park on the West Coast, the newly rich ensured
both tasteful and elegant interiors when they entrusted the deco-
rating of their homes to Herter Brothers. The two siblings to
whom the firm owed its name were GUSTAVE HERTER and his
younger half brother, cHrisTIAN, both born in Stuttgart, Germany,
and trained in Europe before emigrating to the United States. Each
was a talented designer; it was Christian, however, who led the
company during its art-furniture period and made Herter Brothers
a name synonymous with the finest and most costly American
interiors of the 1870s and early 1880s.

A contemporary description of the Herter showrooms indicates
that by the mid-1870s the firm had become far more than a cabi-
netmaking shop. To the anonymous Scribner’s Monthly writer,
whose style suggests that of Clarence Cook, Herter Brothers had
“that quiet atmosphere that pervades picture galleries,” making it
one of those “museums of houschold art” that had sprung up “in
our great cities.” He continued,

The first and most noticeable feature of the place is the
free use of drapery, and the subdued colors employed
everywhere . . . chandeliers, Newell lights, wall papers,
hanging and covering stuffs, bronzes and vases, each have
their department. In papers, only the best and most artis-
tic, in stuffs, everything that loom can make. . . . The
bronze ornaments and the vases and articles of virtu make
in themselves a museum of unusual variety and value. . . .
Besides these is the furniture of every material and style.'?

The reviewer rhapsodized further about the Herter showroom tex-
tiles, emphasizing their “cosmopolitan wealth of design. It seems
as if the world had been laid under contribution for the beautiful
national types, the Persian, the Indian, Moorish, Chinese, Japa-
nese, Venetian.”'® A year later, in 1877, the American Architect and
Building News printed some of the critical comments of Frédéric-
Auguste Bartholdi (1834-1904), the French artist, designer, and
sculptor of Liberty Enlightening the World (1885, unveiled 1886).
Evaluating American cabinetmaking, Bartholdi cited particularly
the happy combination of French and American ideas produced in
the work of such houses as Marcotte, Pottier and Stymus, and
Herter, as well as “the great influence for good produced in this
country by the decorative movement in England.” The writer who
reported Bartholdi’s remarks added that “the use of Japanese motifs
in furniture and ceiling decorations of Herter . . . marks an era in
household work of the highest class.”'* Herter advertisements of
the period also emphasized the cosmopolitan character of their
stock. An 1878 notice called attention to-recent importations
of “Fine French and English Paper Hangings, Rich Japanese Silk
Brocades, Rare Oriental Embroideries, [and] French Moquette
Carpets.” "

The wide-ranging geographic sources of Herter Brothers fur-
niture and decorations were almost matched by the widespread
market to which they appealed. On the West Coast major Herter
clients included Senator Milton Slocum Latham, briefly governor
of California, and financial and railroad magnates such as Darius
Ogden Mills, Collis Potter Huntington, and Mark Hopkins.™ Al-
though Herter’s wealthiest and most famed patrons were primarily
in California or New York, shopping at Herter Brothers, or even
commissioning a room or a total house, was not unknown to af-
fluent and informed midwesterners. A former resident of Prairie
Avenue, Chicago, writing her memoirs of a childhood home,
stated, “All the woodwork in the library as well as the center table,
which I still have, were made by the original Huerter [sic] of New
York.”"?

Across from the writer’s house on Prairie Avenue, one of the
great monuments of American domestic architecture had been
commissioned in 1885 by John J. Glessner and his wife, Frances,

ILL. 4.6 Bookcase. Isaac Elwood Scott, Chicago, 1876, for Mr. and Mrs.
John J. Glessner. Walnut, inlaid woods, h. 86 in. (218.4 cm), w. 70 in.
(177.8 cm), d. 14%21n. (36.8 cm). The Glessner House, Chicago Archi-
tecture Foundation, Gift of Mrs. Charles F. Batchclder

who were well aware of current trends in England. The architect
was Richardson, who also designed the interior paneling, which
was complemented by Morris wallpapers. Some of the art furni-
ture was by the Glessners’ friend and favorite designer, I1sAAC
ELWOOD SCOTT (ILL. 4.6). The Glessners also purchased Herter fur-
niture. As early as 1879, according to Glessner family journals, Mr.
Glessner “while in New York bought watch chain for Mrs. G, two
chairs from Herter Bros.” Several years later, on September 24,
1882, an entry in the journals noted, “After lunch went to Herters
and ordered a lounge for our Chicago house. By invitation of Mr.
Getz we crossed the street and saw Herters men making stained
glass windows and plaster and mosaic work.”'®

While in Chicago, Richardson reputedly visited the most im-
posing house in the city, the baronial dwelling of Potter Palmer,
and pronounced the mosaic floor of the hall “the handsomest in
the country.” He also “spoke warmly in praise of the woodwork,
the carvings and the glass-enameled Venetian mosaic of the
walls.”" The hall, as well as the dining room of the Potter Palmer
mansion, was decorated by Herter Brothers.>

The exoticism of the Moorish style seems to have had a partic-
ular fascination for midwesterners, who may have traveled no far-
ther east than to the bazaars of New York. A restrained but
imposing art-furniture cabinet with Moorish arches on its facade
and sides is documented as the work of Herter Brothers by a
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June 24, 1884, bill of sale to the then-governor of Minnesota,
W. D. Washburn.? Listed on the third page of the invoice, the
cabinet was part of the furnishings of Washburn’s Minneapolis
house, which was illustrated and discussed in George William
Sheldon’s Atrtistic Country- Seats (1886). The rosewood and inlaid
brass of its structure matched the woodwork of the Herter-
decorated drawing room in which it stood. Sheldon described the
room as “in light Louis XIV style, its wall in tapestry silks, its
ceilings in blue and gold, its mantel of onyx, its wood-work of
rosewood relieved with fine lines of gilt and inlaid.”?

In 1886 the dining room of the West Hotel in Minneapolis was
completed. It was “96 feet long, 47 feet wide, 26 feet high, of a
strictly Moresque character.”? A contemporary illustration shows
a room of extraordinary fantasy with paneled wainscoting typical
of the period and “walls and ceiling appropriately frescoed.”? Al-
though the interiors were designed by the noted architect of the
building, Leroy S. Buffington (1847-1931) of Minneapolis, and the
woodwork and marble were by companies in Minneapolis and in
nearby Illinois, the frescoes and stained glass were by Herter
Brothers. :

A project engaging several designers, such as that for the West
Hotel, was not unusual in the 1870s and 1880s. Generally, however,
one designer oversaw the unity of the work. In 1883-84 a com-
pendium of some of the most admired domestic rooms of the era
appeared under the title Artistic Houses. Published in four parts,
Artistic Houses depicted the high-style interiors of urban dwellings.
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Above: FIG. 4.2 Side chair. Herter Brothers, New York, ca. 1882, for the
William H. Vanderbilt house, New York. Gilded maple, inlaid mother-
of-pearl, h. 34%2in. (87.6 cm), w. 18% in. (47.6 cm), d. 18 in. (45.7 cm).
Museum of Art, Carnegie Institute, Pittsburgh (83.36)

Above left: 1LL. 4.7 “The Drawing Room.” M. Gaulard. Edward Strahan
[Earl Shinn], Mr. Vanderbilt’s House and Collection’ (New York, 1883—-84).
Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Opposite top: FIG. 4.4 Detail of library table (ric. 4.3)

Opposite bottom: FIG. 4.3 Library table. Herter Brothers, New York, 1882,
for the William H. Vanderbilt house, New York. Rosewood, inlaid brass
and mother-of-pearl, h. 31% in. (80.6 cm), w. 60 in. (152.4 cm), d. 35%
in. (88.3 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, Gift of Mrs.
Russell Sage, by exchange, 1972 (1972.47)
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The text accompanying the photographs revealed the major role
played by the professional designer, who was in some cases an
interior decorator, in others an architect, and in still others an
artist.

In Artistic Houses, particularly notable in the category of interior
decorator was the firm of Herter Brothers, to whom were credited
the New York homes of J. Pierpont Morgan, Jacob Ruppert, Mrs.
Robert Leighton Stuart, and most famous of all, the residence ac-
corded more space than any other, that of William H. Vanderbilt
(1821-1885) (see 1LL. 2.1). In addition, furniture so closely related
to marked Herter pieces as to warrant a Herter attribution appeared
in photographs of interiors not always credited to the firm.

Few houses of the age were so profusely lauded and so copi- .

ously documented as were the almost twin brownstone mansions
designed, constructed; and decorated between 1879 and 1882 at
Fifth Avenue and Fifty-first Street in New York, the first for Van-
derbilt himself and the second for his sons-in-law, Messrs. Shepard

Below: 1L, 4.8 “Mr. W. H. Vanderbilt’s Library.” Artistic Houses (New
York, 1883—84). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum
of Art '

and Sloane. In addition to the eleven photographs and seventeen
pages of text allocated in Artistic Houses, the contents of the house
were published in a two-volume work entitled Mr. Vanderbilt’s
House and Collection, written in 1883—84 by Earl Shinn (1837-1886)
under the pseudonym Edward Strahan. To Shinn the house was “a
typical American residence, seized at the moment when the nation
began to have a taste of its own,” a moment when wealth was “first
consenting to act the Medicean part in America” and when Amer-
icans had begun “to re-invent everything . . . especially the
House.”®
For the reinvention of the house of the Medicean William H.

Vanderbilt, no expense or pains were spared. Christian Herter was
responsible for all the ornamental details, and although profes-
sional architects John B. Snook and Charles B. Atwood worked
with him, Herter was considered both architect and decorator. Per-
haps this explains why the house resembled nothing quite so much
as a beautifully tooled and embellished jewel box inflated to inor-

Opposite: 1LL. 4.9 “The Japanese Parlor.” Edward Strahan [Earl Shinn],
Myr. Vanderbilt’s House and Collection (New York, 1883—84). Thomas J.
Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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dinate proportions.* The analogy becomes even more appropriate
when one considers the objects and interiors of the house, from
the towering malachite Demidoff vase of the atrium to the Bar-
bedienne gilt-bronze copy of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s Gates of Pavadise
and the Pompeian-style vestibule of marble and mosaic. In the
“brilliantly decorated” drawing room (ILL. 4.7), according to Ar-
tistic Houses, “everything sparkles and flashes with gold and
color—with mother-of-pearl, with marbles, with jewel-effects in
glass . . . every surface . . . weighted, with ornament: the walls,
with carnation-red velvet . . . [and] gilt appliqué work . . . [of]
trees whose flowers are made of jewels, and from whose branches
hang festoons of gold-thread.”” Gilded chairs (r16. 4.2) with
graceful lines and lavish embroideries echoed the gilding on the
walls. Mother-of-pearl inlay glittered on the stay rail of one hoof-
footed chair, on panels of two cabinets, and on the tops of two
stands, arid also formed the entire six-by-four-foot top of the cen-
ter table. The writer in Artistic Houses commented, “Especially af-
fluent and striking is the use of mother-of-pearl; very rarely, if ever,
in the history of house-decoration has this material been used so

generously.”® Mr. Vanderbilt’s library (1LL. 4.8), paneled with
rosewood inlaid with brass and mother-of-pearl, contained an ex-
traordinary table (F1G. 4.3), its top embellished with a mother-of-
pearl celestial field, while the sweeping rosewood lambrequins
of cach end featured an inlaid mother-of-pearl terrestrial globe
(FIG. 4.4).

A forty-eight-by-thirty-two-foot picture gallery, thirty feet
high, housed Vanderbilt’s picture collection. Of even greater inter-
est from a decorative viewpoint, however, was the “Japanese”
parlor (1LL. 4.9), with brilliant ornamental glass by La Farge, red-
lacquer beams against a bamboo frieze, walls hung with gold bro-
cade, and innumerable lacquered cabinets and shelves to hold “the
rarest objects of bijouterie and vertu.”? Reminiscent of the Peacock
Room (1876-77; now installed in the Freer Gallery of Art, Wash-
ington, D.C.), designed by JAMES ABBOTT MCNEILL WHISTLER and
THOMAS JECKYLL as the dining room in the London home of Fred-
erick Richards Leyland (iLL. 4.10), Herter’s “Japanese” parlor for
Vanderbilt was the ultimate collector’s cabinet.

If Vanderbilt’s choice of designer for the adjoining residences he

ILL. 4.10 Harmony in Blue and Gold: The Peacock Room. James Abbott McNeill Whistler and Thomas
Jeckyll, 1876—77, for Frederick Richards Leyland, London. Photograph, 1892. Room now in the

Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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FIG. 4.5 Carved panel. Attributed to Ellin and Kitson, New York, ca. 1880—84, for the dining room, Samuel J. Tilden
house, New York. Gilded and stained satinwood, 482 X 47% in. (123.2 X 121 ¢m). The National Arts Club, New
York

commissioned was an interior decorator who could also function
as architect, Governor Samuel J. Tilden’s preference was a promi-
nent architect, Calvert Vaux (1824-1895), who not only trans-
formed the exterior of two already-existing New York
brownstones into one facade but also modified and unified their
interiors. The outside of Tilden’s city residence at 14 and 15 Gra-
mercy Park was described in Artistic Houses as “a free adaptation of
the Gothic style.”* The inside, however, bore little resemblance to
homes of the period done in the Modern Gothic style. Still, in
keeping with aesthetic principles, the library, the dining room, and
a few of the bedrooms were “entirely reconstructed in their wood-
work and decorations” and possessed the carved details, tiles, and
stained glass requisite for the sophisticated home. In the governor’s
library a dome of stained glass represented the work of Donald
MacDonald of Boston, while the “opalescent, pearly, and varie-
gated tones” of the inner vestibule doors were the work of La Farge
and to the writer were a part of “this later American Renaissance,

which our painters, turned decorators, are creating.”?' The same
author reserved the longest description and the most effusive praisc
for the dining room (111L. 4.11). There the architect’s addition of
satinwood to the existing black-walnut woodwork produced “an
effect of great richness and perfect unity.”*? Turquoisc blue tiles by
the J. AND J. 6. Low ART TILE WORKS of Chelsea, Massachusetts,
were set into satinwood frames and covered the ceiling; they also
formed a horizontal band around the room between the walnut
wainscoting and the satinwood decorative pancls of the midwall
(FI1G. 4.5). Skillfully carved in low relief with such natural forms as
birds, leaves, and branches against a stippled and gilded back-
ground, the panels were probably the work of ELLIN AND KITSON
of New York. Perceived in 1883 as one of the great glories of the
Tilden interior, the bird panels are the only major element of the
dining room known to survive today.*

The third type of interior designer prominent in the early 1880s
is represented in Artistic Houses by the firm of Louis C. Tiffany and
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ILL. 4.11 “Governor Tilden’s Dining Room.” Artistic Houses (New York, 1883-84). Thomas J.

Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art .

Company, from 1879 to 1883 called Associated Artists.* The latter
name is itself meaningful, indicating the seriousness of interior
decoration and the willingness of artists to undertake ornamental
projects. Three of the firm’s four original members—Tiffany, Col-
man, and de Forest—were painters who in the 1870s began turning
their talents in other directions. Even before the founding of As-
sociated Artists, Tiffany had begun experiments with stained glass,
which was to become his favored medium. De Forest developed
an interest in the design of carved woodwork and furniture, for
which he established a shop in Ahmadabad, India, in 1881. Colman
preoccupied himself with the study of color and with the design
of flat patterns, particularly those suited to walls and ceilings.
Whecler, the fourth founding associate, was a specialist in textile
design and art embroidery, having been inspired by London’s
Royal Society of Art Needlework, which exhibited at the Centen-
nial Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876.

124 In Pursuit of Beauty

Perhaps significantly, Artistic Houses commences with the li-
brary and the dining room that Tiffany designed for himself in
1878 (ILL. 4.12; see also ILL. 9.12) in the Bella Apartments on East
Twenty-sixth Street in New York, work that, according to the
text, led the artist to “the systematic study of the principles of the
profession which he is now practicing.”*® Much of what character-
izes Tiffany’s accomplishments of the Aesthetic period appeared in
these rooms: a use of exotic “Moorish” decor suggested by the
Near East, with East Indian and Japanesque detailing; a delineation
of different rooms through different decorative characters and
changes in light; a profusion -of pattern on walls and ceilings; a
display of collections, particularly of pottery and porcelains; a fecl-
ing for textures, with deliberate contrasts of smooth and rough;
occasional panels of stained glass; and an integration of paintings
into the overall scheme of the walls on which they were hung.
Many of these same characteristics existed in the New York houses




of George Kemp, John Taylor Johnston, and Dr. William T. Lusk,
in the Newport home of Colman (which was particularly praised
for its owner’s sensitivity to color), and in the W. S. Kimball house
in Rochester, New York.* All except the Colman residence were
cited as the work of “Messrs. Louis C. Tiffany and Company,” as
was a redecoration of the White House carried out in the winter of
1882—83. In the nation’s first dwelling, as in other Tiffany projects,
screens of opalescent glass, patterned ceilings, mosaics and
fireplace tiles of glass, accents of gilding and of gold tracery along
with flashes of brass and silver, rich colors, and dramatic lighting
were combined to transform the decor of an earlier era into a fash-
ionable and artistic house.” Nothing remains today of the White
House in its Tiffany years, nor does much survive of the majority
of the other Associated Artists collaborations.

Associated Artists designed interiors for clubs, theaters, and, of

particular importarice both because they were published in their
time and because they are still extant, the cavernous Veterans’
Room (1L1. 4.13) and Library of 1879—80 in the Seventh Regiment
Armory on Park Avenue at Sixty-seventh Street, New York.* An
1881 Scribner’s Monthly article by William C. Brownell on the dec-
oration of the Veterans’ Room found “no part . . . so interesting
as . . . what might be called the circumstances of its authorship,”
that is, the cooperative effort of artists, each having his own spe-
cialty. Tiffany was cited as conceiving the “general character and
scope of the decoration,” preparing the basic sketch or idea, and
then turning over the details to his associates: White for architec-
tural work, Colman for ornamental detailing and color harmonies,
Wheeler for embroidered “stuffs,” the painters Frank Millet (1846—
1912) and George Henry Yewell (1830-1923) for the decorative
frieze. Neither White nor Millet nor Yewell was a member of As-

ILL. 4.12 “Mr. Louis C. Tiffany’s Library.” Artistic Houses (New York, 1883-84). Thomas ]J. Watson
Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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ILL. 4.13. Veterans’ Room, Seventh Regiment Armory, New York. Associated Artists with Stanford

White, New York, 1879-80

sociated Artists. That nonmembers worked for the firm is further
indicated by the following description of the ateliers, on Fourth
Avenue in New York,

where, in perfect accord with each other, Mr. [Augustus]
Saint-Gaudens designs graceful compositions for low re-
liefs, Mir. Maitland Armstrong arranges mosaics in glass,
Mrs. and Miss [Dora] Wheeler occupy.themselves with
rich stuffs and delicate embroideries, Mr. White invents
circumventions of that evil genius conventionality, Mr.
Colman traces oriental arabesques, and Mr. Tiffany pre-
sides rather as a harmonious influence than as a director.”

The Veterans’ Room remains a major achievement of its era. It

is of its age in its resemblance to other rooms of the period, yet it
is also a strong and individual expression of aesthetic sensibility.
Sull, Brownell’s praise was not unqualified. He only grudgingly
acknowledged the suggestive powers of the decorative symbolism,
which conceptually, at least, was in the Victorian mainstream
rather than in a reform current, and he referred to the overall in-
terior scheme as “mechanical and trivial.”* His descriptions of the
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space, however, coupled with numerous drawings and photo-
graphs (ILL. 4.14), give a clear picture of the room as it appeared
when it was first executed and before its surfaces darkened: the
high wainscot of oak with its band of grotesque carving; the sur-
face varied by recessed iron tiles rescmbling plates of armor; the
walls a light yellow with painted linked copper and silver rings;
and the frieze, a silvery sequence of shields and circular allegories
representing the chronological progress of the art of war. The light
yellow color of the ceiling was broken up by red beams and cross-
beams.* The entire room was stenciled in silver arabesques.

The focal point of the walls was a large fireplace at the north
end with brownish red brick flanked by pieces of red marble, in
the angles of which were seats. The ledge of the mantel was elab-

orately carved, and the opening below it was framed with blue

glass tiles. Above was a painted stucco relief of an eagle swooping
down upon a dragon, lighted by two Gothicized wrought cande-
labra (see ric. 8.25). Great columns were wound with studded
chains and “ochred into the semblance of rust.”* There were five
stained-glass windows, primarily colored opaline and olive. Por-
tieres in the room were embroidered with buttons and crewels,
and iron nailheads on the furniture echoed the iron tiles of the




wainscot and the buttoned embroidery. The very richness and
symbolism of the decorations that occasioned critical praise also
raised critical questions. In the eyes of some contemporary review-
ers, the room’s design might have profited from the overriding
vision of a single architect.

Perhaps no designer of the Aesthetic period better demonstrated
an ability for creating the total interior than did Stanford White.
Whether in partnership with Charles Follen McKim (1847-1909)
and William Rutherford Mead (1846-1928) or working on his
own, White consistently experimented with spatial flow and ex-
hibited a talent for decorative detail. Two Newport dwellings that
are close in date to the Veterans’ Room reveal White’s sure hand.
The Isaac Bell, Jr., house of 1882-83 (see 1LLs. 10.20, 10.21), done
in collaboration with McKim and Mead, features an expansive
first-floor plan in which the hall (or more appropriately the living
hall), the drawing room, the reception room, and the dining room
are all connected by oversized doors that when open contribute to
the impression of a vast, continuous space.*® Highly visible wheel-
like devices on the sliding doors, which White may have modeled
after New England barn doors, have their philosophical basis in
reform concepts of revealed, that is, honest, construction.* If such
a moral quality stems from the Gothic revival, the home’s open
spaces owe a debt to Japanism.

More startling for its period and more obviously Japanesque is
the dining room that White designed and supervised in 1880-81 as
an addition to Kingscote, the residence of David King III, origi-
nally designed by Richard Upjohn (1802-1878) in 1839—41.% In
the Kingscote dining room (ILL. 4.15) a high horizontal band across
the window wall continues along the fireplace wall. An evocation
of a kamoi—the beam above Japanese sliding screens—it serves

here as a plate rail for the display of objects.* Despite the solid
walls, the rhythm of the three contiguous windows and the light
reflecting from the Tiffany glass tiles flanking the flat marble man-
telpiece give the effect of an open Japanese interior. A built-in side-
board (iLL. 4.16) and a matching table and chairs suggest no trace
of Japanism, however, but rather an interest in Queen Anne fur-
niture and the Colonial revival. Other original furnishings of the
dining room evince an eclecticism typical of the 1880s. With its
richly varied materials and play of textures, its flat planes and in-
tricate balancing of components, the room achieves both serenity
and simplicity. As much as any American room of its age, this onc
fulfills the canon of the aesthetic interior.

Aesthetic decoration, which derived a great deal from the spatial
qualities and restraint of Japanism, seems to have been more a con-
cept than a reality. Rarely described by tastemakers, though some-
times caricatured by cartoonists such as the Englishman George
Du Maurier (1834-1896), an aesthetic interior was apparently en-
visioned as having simple walls and floor coverings, subtle har-
monies based on tertiary colors, and frail, rectilinear furniture.
Perhaps the only rooms that could.meet the most rigid principles
of aestheticism were those designed by the English architect E. w.
GODWIN, whom the noted essayist Max Beerbohm (1872-1956)
called “the greatest aesthete of them all.”#’ From the prevailing
taste for the classical world, an interest in the medieval, and a grand
passion for the arts of Japan, Godwin fashiened furniture and
rooms that were often strikingly original. The majority of his con-
temporaries, however, were content to draw upon the same and
other sources in more conventional ways, creating interiors that
were generally termed artistic rather than aesthetic.

In the United States, the character of an artistic home of the

ILL. 4.14 Veterans’' Room, Seventh Regiment Armory, New York. Associated Artists with Stanford White,
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Aesthetic period had much to do with questions of financial stand-
ing and social class. While history may view the newly rich Amer-
ican entrepreneurs of the Gilded Age as “robber barons,” they saw
themselves as latter-day Medicis, patrons of the arts who elevated
the masses through an appreciation of the best that other cultures
and eras could offer. Striving to establish a superiority not only
within society generally but also within their own peer group, they
favored interiors of extraordinary elaboration. A successful appli-
cation of such conspicuous consumption could be achieved solely
through the services of professional designers able to unify com-
plex elements: elegant art furniture mixed with genuine antiques;
sumptuous textiles, often with intricate embroideries or patterns;
collections of fine-art objects such as ivories, jade, and porcelains;
as well as collections of paintings and sculpture. All of these were
arranged in rooms that were themselves works of art, with inlaid
or carved woodwork, ceilings and friezes painted by major artists,
pancls of jewel-like stained glass, and floors patterned in fine wood
or marble.

Filtering down the social strata, the tastes of the rich and prom-
ment were reflected in similar precepts but simpler examples by a
comfortable middle class. The houschold-art movement, essen-
tially a middle-class phenomenon, found expression in countless
books and periodicals. Unlike Artistic Houses and Artistic Country-
Seats, or an even more blatantly vanity publication such as Mr.
Vanderbilt’s House and Collection, these works were filled with prac-
tical advice aimed at the individual householder and thus helped
establish an entire category of amateur but enthusiastic decorators.

Material for studying and evaluating the interiors of the 1870s
and 1880s abounds: period photographs, drawings, and paintings;
records of individual design, decorating, or architectural firms;
household-art books; pattern books of furniture designers or mak-
ers; women’s magazines; the then-new “art” periodicals, including
architectural journals and newspapers; and even contemporary de-
scriptions in letters, diaries, and novels. Because of the very wealth
of material, as well as the socioeconomic differences in application
of ideas and the continuing emphasis throughout the era on the
importance of individual taste, delineating broad yet accurate out-
lines of period interiors is extremely difficult.

Nevertheless, there were certain traits that appeared in virtually
every room of the time. Two of the most evident were a horror
vacui, or aversion to blank surfaces, and a rigid compartmentali-
zation of decorated areas, usually into horizontal bands or square
or rectangular panels, with rich ornamentation. Both of these char-
acteristics were evident in many, and sometimes all, areas of a
room’s framework—floor, walls, ceiling; in architectural features
such as doors and windows, mantelpieces and built-in cabiners; in
upholstery and hangings; as well as in the design of furniture and
decorative-art objects within the room.*

Despite a continual emphasis upon the role of individual choice,
definite rules governed each area. No longer were floors covered
wall to wall as they had been in fashionable homes for much of the
century. Strip carpeting of Brussels or Wilton weave in vivid colors
and bold floral patterns was considered passé for the parlor. In its
place came the room-size rug, preferably from an area of the exotic
Near East, such as Turkey, Caucasia, or Persia, or from a region
of Asia, such as India or China. Indian or Japanese straw matung,
though found wall to wall on the second floor (the British first
floor) of the ultra-aesthetic London interior that Godwin had de-
signed in 1873—74 for his own use, in the average home more often
became a covering for the dado. Like the handwoven oriental rug,
woven matting bore the moral implications of traditional, honest
craftsmanship. It lacked, however, other qualities that made ori-
ental rugs highly acceptable to prevailing aesthetic tastes. These
included both a stylized flat pattern related to that found in the
work of contemporary reform designers, and the soft coloration
of the natural dyes used in non-Western cultures, as opposed to the
aniline dyes favored in industrializing countries.
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In an 1886 issue of the Decorator and Furnisher, the architect-
writer Ralph Adams Cram (1863-1942) deplored civilization’s
“ruining forever the foundation head of this last art supply” (that
is, oriental art). “One must be,” he stated, “as careful in buying a
piece of alleged Oriental stuff as in buying a frankly home-made
piece of work. Of course a true or carefully trained eye will not
hesitate a moment, an analine [sic] dye being evident at once.” (At
this point Cram’s readers were undoubtedly meant to reflect upon
their own ignorance and sigh wistfully for the skills of the true
connoisseur.) With a Gothicist’s eye-for-an-eye integrity, Cram
continued, “Contemporary Persian work is remarkably pure. It is
said that the Shah has ordered brought him the hands of any man
using analine [sic] dyes in the manufacture of rugs and stuffs of any
kind. It is greatly to be hoped this is true, and that his practice may
extend to civilized countries.”* One is left with a sense of Cram
as the perfect Lord High Executioner. If the sin was great, the
punishment should fit the crime. A man’s hands were, quite liter-
ally as well as figuratively, a small price to pay for an aesthetic floor
covering.

It was, of course, possible to obtain aesthetic floor coverings
that were not of oriental origin but were manufactured by English
or American firms. Probably the most desirable of these were the
group termed Kensington carpets, not after their manufacturers
but rather after the precepts of the design and needlework schools
located in the South Kensington area of London (see chaps. 2, 3).
Various writings in American household periodicals recommended
“a Kensington rug” as an appropriate floor covering,* and an 1882
article in the Art Amateur said of the Bigelow Carpet Company,
“In its employ are men who have been trained under South Ken-
sington and other excellent English influences.” !

An article of two years earlier in the same publication had been
based on the principles of design set forth by CHRISTOPHER DRESSER.
American carpet manufacturers were familiar with these principles
and approved of them, asserted the writer, who expressed, in ad-
dition, a sentiment that was to become common in the next cen-
tury: “Unfortunately the public taste 1s shockingly bad, the . . .
manufacturers have to make what will sell.” The article concluded
with eight rules of design for carpets, drawn from Dresser’s work.
The last of them stated that “every carpet, however small, should
have a border, which is as necessary to it as a frame is to a pic-
ture.”®? A carpet used in a town house in Philadelphia, also featured
in the July 1880 Art Amateur, fulfilled some of Dresser’s aesthetic
criteria. It was made in “the colors and style of a Persian mat,”
though it was “good Brussels for all that, with a border of warm
colors-and outer filling of dark-red plain carpet.”?

Just as the fashionable and nonaniline oriental or oriental-style
rug had a contrasting border, so too the hardwood floor upon
which it was laid was bordered, often elaborately. At times the
field, or central portion of the floor, was stained warm brown and
covered with scatter rugs.>* Floors with intricately inlaid fields,
usually of oak with insets of other woods, were called “wood car-~
pets” and were meant to be left uncovered in warm weather.% The
same page of the Decorator and Furnisher that bore Cram’s diatribe
on the corruption of oriental art illustrated a “Design for Inlaid
Floor, Suitable for a City House” (iLL. 4.17), drawn by R. C.
Mead, its field a bold geometric pattern of chevron squares cen-
tered with a dazzling optical cross.® Framing the entire design
were a half-dozen lines of contrasting woods to create the border.
If a room-size rug was used, it was meant to extend to the edge of
the border parquet. Since parquetry was expensive, in simpler
homes a border was sometimes painted on the floor, a treatment
that was also used to demonstrate the artistic talents of the more
sophisticated homeowner.*” For example, the Japanesque recep-
tion-room floor in the New York home of Mrs. John A. Zerega
featured a “beautiful border . . . not a parquetry, but . . . painted
in stencil after designs furnished by the hostess.”*® )

The border effect of the floor was complemented by the wall



and ceiling treatment, which usually had at least three horizontal
divisions: the wainscot, or dado; the fill, or upper wall; and the
partial entablature of the cornice and sometimes a frieze. Although
decoration of these areas differed according to the individual room
as well as the wealth of the inhabitant, rules and proportions were
still relatively well defined. Tastemakers generally advocated a tri-
partite arrangement for rooms of eleven feet or more in height.
The dado served a functional as well as an ornamental purpose in
the dining room, where the chair rail, or molding, was “above two
feet nine inches from the floor, to prevent the chairs from damag-
ing the paint.” In rooms less than eleven feet high it was permis-
sible to omit one section and “carry up the dado for about two-
thirds of the height of the wall, letting the upper third form a deep
frieze.” Similarly, the proportion of the dado could be changed for
a drawing room, “since there is generally more furniture standing
against the walls, and . . . a good piece of furniture always looks
best when the ground behind it is unbroken.”*

The materials employed for each of the various sections were as
limitless as the imagination of the era. The dado area could be
paneled with wood, or a combination of wood and tile or wood
and marble; in an entry hall it could be tiled only. The dado might
be covered with a stamped composition wall covering known as
Lincrusta-Walton (see FIG. 3.6), Indian or Japanese matting, or can-
vas painted or stenciled with designs. It could be wallpapered to
complement the pattern of fill and frieze or have panels lined with
fabric in the high-fashion French manner, though the latter was
deplored by many tastemakers, who considered it both costly and
dirty.

The use of panels set oftf by moldings, which was one of the
most popular treatments of dado or wainscot, was common in
other areas of the room as well, particularly the doors. Although
here, too, the decorating experts sometimes warned of the danger
of excess ornamentation, door panels, like those for walls or fur-
niture, were perceived as a place for painted designs. A writer for
the Decorator and Furnisher, James Thomson, complained, “It is im-
possible for people to see a plain surface without wishing to dec-
orate it.”%® The renowned English designer Lewis F. Day (1845—
1910) stated, “It is mainly . . . in the panels of the doors that there
is room for ornament . . . one cannot well load the stiles with
details without overdoing it.” Thus the stiles and moldings became
frames for the picture surface of the panels. Day felt that “stencil-
ing is scarcely enough” and advocated frechand painting. “Flower
and figure panels are often introduced into drawing room doors,”
he noted, adding that these were acceptable only if they possessed
restraint, simplicity, and architectural character and were not
“tawdry things on gold grounds.”¢ Would he have found pleasing,
one wonders, David L. Einstein’s town house, with its Anglo-
Japanesque second-floor sitting room where the “inside panels of
the door recount the story of Orpheus in-delicate line work of gold
upon ground of neutral blue,”? or the “cosy little cottage in New
England” that was “suggested by, yet not patterned upon the prev-
alent Queen Anne style in architecture.” In the latter home each
door panel was “decorated in oils by the occupant of the house [a
woman who built it from the proceeds of her literary work] with
suitable design—game, fruit and vegetables appearing on dining-
room and kitchen doors, and flowers, birds, butterflies, grasses
and autumn leaves on other portals.”®® Tastemaker Ella Rodman
Church (b. 1831) offered color schemes for country-house door
panels to complement the walls. She recommended “cream-
colored paper with blue morning-glories” for a sunny blue bed-
room, but if not available, the paper should instead be of “pale
terra cotta and gold, with a frieze of blue and golden brown; blue
morning-glories painted on the doors.” Furthermore, according to
the same author, a green bedroom should have “sprays of beautiful
green leaves, and golden catkins of the tree, painted over the door
panels.”® Decorative motifs from nature were perhaps the most
common type and could be found not only in homes where door

panels were painted, but also in places where they were carved,
as in the house of BENN PITMAN in Cincinnati (see FIGS. I.4, 1.5,
ILL. I.3). )

In the Aesthetic period, door-panel paintings were considered
worthy of the attention of the cognoscenti, even though they were
executed predominantly by unknown amateurs. The noted En-
glish artist, collector, and aesthete Edward Linley Sambourne
(1844~-1910) in 1874 decorated the panels of his dining-room doors
at 18 Stafford Terrace, London, with faux blue-and-white porce-
lain vases, which held trompe-l'oeil branches to fill the vertical
panels and echoed the real blue-and-white porcelains that lined the
walls.®® In 1880 the American artist CHARLES CARYL COLEMAN, per-
haps aware of the Sambourne precedent, produced panels painted
on canvas and “destined to be placed in a double door.” One of
these showed a bronze vessel, the other “a richly carved Majolica
Jjar, made to hold a branch of light, graceful blossoms.”%

Branches were a highly favored motif in door-panel decoration.
In 1880 the Art Amateur featured an illustration (1iLr. 4.18) by Lewis
F. Day in an article that urged the proper construction of doors to
allow for decorative adornment. In England, Day’s design had
been executed in muted aesthetic shades of grayish green upon
greenish gray, with the birds painted in gray and “soft white” and
the flowers in “soft white and pale yellow.” The American taste-
maker who penned the Art Amateur piece advocated a livelier and
more experimental palette, commented upon the “peculiarly Jap-
anese character of the design,” and remarked upon the trompe-
Poeil aspects of “this mode of decoration,” where “the idea to be
conveyed . . . is that we are looking at the tree through the frame
of the door.”*’ B

Decorative painting was generally recommended for door pan-
cls, but other types of embellishment more closely allied to the
era’s collecting craze were also used. “Pictorial tapestry work 1s
highly ornamental when used for panels of dados and doors,”*
noted one anonymous author. And Day wrote, “I know a room in
which the doors are actually filled with old German panel paintings
that once formed part of fifteenth- century altar pieces.” While he
seemed to find this use acceptable, he was less approving of “draw-
ing rooms . . . in which water colors have been let into the door
panels with delicate effect, but scarcely with due regard to the value
of the paintings themselves.”®

The concept of ornamented panels and moldings not only on
doors but also on walls or furniture was part of a general tendency
to blur the distinctions between decorative painting and so-called
fine art. Whereas decorative panels could be made prominent with
moldings that served as frames, fine art could in like manner be
de-emphasized by incorporating it into a total scheme. Nowhere
was this more evident than in Tiffany’s rooms in New York (see
ILLS. 4.12, 9.12), which were described in Artistic Houses:

The walls are paneled with Japanese matting, the panels
being small—say, three feet by two—some of them
painted by hand, while others show the plain matting, or
serve as frames for pictures. A notable marine sketch by
Samuel Colman fills one of these places. . . . The frame
is nothing but the narrow molding used to tack the mat-
ting to the wall. . . . Here the yellow tone of the walls
helps to keep the picture flat, and make it look like a part
of the whole side of the room.”

A unified artistic interior depended upon the intricate balancing of
all components so that no one element would be visually domi-
nant. Art for the walls became part of the decorating program,
unless, as in the homes of many of the wealthy, a separate picture
gallery existed to display the owner’s connoisseurship.

In many rooms, if any one part of the wall area was viewed as
the most important, it was the fireplace. The typical fireplace man-
tel was large, even imposing, but its character generally allowed it
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to blend with its environment. Over and over again writers of the
Aesthetic period stressed the significance of the fireplace, imbuing
it with a mystical, quasi-religious meaning. Many sought in his-
tory both timeless principles and justification for current beliefs.
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ILL. 4.15 Dining room, Kingscote, Newport,
R.I. Stanford White, 1880-81, for David King III.
The Preservation Society of Newport County,
Newport, R.I.

ILL. 4.16 Dining room, Kingscote, Newport,
R.1. Stanford White, 1880-81, for David King III.
The Preservation Society of Newport County,
Newport, R.L.

Thus the Reverend O. D. Miller theorized in 1882 on “The Divin-
ity of the Hearth,” a place that “constituted the focus of the most
ancient civilization.”” Similarly, Mary Gay Humphreys noted,
“The fireplace is really the domestic altar, the true rallying point
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ILL. 4.17 “Design for Inlaid Floor, Suitable for a City House.”
R. C. Mead. Decorator and Furnisher (June 1886). Art, Prints
and Photographs Division, The New York Public Library,
Astor, Lenox, Tilden Foundations

of the household.””? Another columnist proclaimed that “if there
were no other thing in the esthetic renaissance to be thankful for,
its restoration of fireplaces to our homes would entitle it to respect-
ful consideration. Open fires have a more than esthetic influence.
As centres for the home circle—it may be claimed that they serve
an ethic [sic] purpose.””

One of the favored treatments of the mantel was to make it a
place of display surrounded or surmounted by countless shelves
for a variety of objects (ILLS. 4.19, 4.20). In Hints on Household
Taste, Eastlake featured a design for mantelpiece shelves intended
for use in a library: “For specimens of old china, etc. the plates
should be placed upright on their edges . . . a little museum may
thus be formed.”” The concept of the mantel museum was
adopted by numerous followers, and as late as 1900 writers were
still echoing Eastlake’s advice. In the Decoration and Furniture of
Town Houses (1881), for example, a drawing by the Englishman
Robert W. Edis (1839—1927) of his own dining room (ILL. 4.21)
shows fireplace walls with the usual dado and fill, all densely hung
with pictures, a broad frieze with both central mural and printed
mottoes, and a simple mantelpiece covered with a draw-drapery
arrangement and surmounted by “a cluster of shelves specially
made to take blue and white china.” In another design, termed “an
example of simple treatment for wall decoration,” Edis created a
large surround and molded frame for the restrained fireplace open-
ing. He called this superstructure an étagére, and in its recesses he
lustrated tasteful glass and ceramic plates and vessels.” Cabinets,
standing as well as hanging, were prominent in the artistic interior,
though they took second place to the cabinet overmantel: “For a

ILL. 4.18 “Design for a Painted Door.” Lewis F.
Day. Art Amateur (Dec. 1880). Thomas J. Wat-
son Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

picturesque display of artistic porcelain, pottery, and glass,. of
bronze and knickknacks of any kind, over-mantels are certdinly
the most suitable arrangement. They bring the ornaments in a con-
venient line with the eyes, and avoid the marring effect of mirage
from the glass panes of a cabinet.””® One American householder
who took this advice to heart achieved a breadth of display sel-
dom paralleled. Praised in Artistic Houses, his second-floor sitting
room had '

an immense ebony mantel, with cabinets containing bric-
a-brac of varied and fine interest—an ivory snuff-box of
Louis XIV’s, a miniature Italian guitar enriched with mar-
quetry, old Nuremburg samplers embroidered with ex-
quisite grace, an old Geneva watch, a French harp-clock—
an ebony writing-case, fitted up to be a thing of use as
well as of beauty, a corner cabinet laden with specimens
of Dresden, Royal Worcester, and enamels.

To assemble this truly extraordinary grouping, the owner osten-
sibly “ransacked the ends of the earth for objets d’art.””

By the 1880s the American collector abroad often included in
his travel itinerary swift visits to antique dealers and flea markets,
Parisian ateliers and Near Eastern bazaars, for his social standing
might depend upon his acquisition of artistic objects. Though the
rage to collect and display objects continued throughout the dec-
ade, by 1885 there was some attempt to modify the idea of the
mantel museum. “In design,” wrote a commentator on fashionable
mantels, “the present taste seems a little more for plain, substantial
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Right: L. 4.19 The Chimney Corner. D. Maitland Armstrong, 1878. Qil
on canvas, 21% X 16%2in. (54.6 X 41.9 cm). The Preservation Society
of Newport County, Newport, R.1.

Below: 1LL. 4.20 “Mr. H. G. Marquand’s Dining-Room.” Artistic Houses
(New York, 1883—84). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art




ILL. 4.21 “Dining Room. Furniture and Decoration.” Robert W. Edis, Decoration and Furniture of Town Houses (New York
and London, 1881). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

work, . . . in place of . . . nests of shelves for the display of bric-
a-brac.” The fireplace, however, was still perceived as “the central
attraction—the focus of the room,” and therefore “no pains seem
to be spared by our designers and makers in adding to its beauty
and grace.””

All aspects of this household “altar” were apparently considered
worthy of serious attention. A dramatic and highly aesthetic ad-
vertisement for “Artistic Fire Place Linings” in iron, bronze, and
antique brass announced that the objects were “from the Designs
of Lockwood deForest [sic],” while the general agent was caryL
COLEMAN, brother of Charles Caryl Coleman.” In 1884 a full-page
advertisement for a Boston stove company not only promoted an
“exceedingly artistic” book on heating, but also one on “The Open
Fire Place and Its Surroundings, containing illustrations of the fin-
est series of Fire Place Linings ever offered, including designs by
Elihu Vedder and other artists.”® The center of the page bore a
three-part lining with rays of light mingled with flowers and ra-
diating from the head of a woman, conceived by ELIHU VEDDER and
in other works by him aesthetically entitled The Soul of the Sun-
flower (see ILL. 9.4, FIG. 9.5).

By the 1880s aesthetic fireplace designs by British artists and
architects had long been known. Perhaps the most important of
these were Thomas Jeckyll’s sunflower andirons for BARNARD,
BISHOP AND BARNARDS of Norwich (see FIG. 8.29), the pattern of
which was featured prominently at the 1876 Philadelphia Centen-
nial Exposition. The andirons had been used in a number of noted
English interiors, including Jeckyll’s and Whistler’s famed Peacock
Room. Within a short time andirons with the same pattern found
their way into fashionable American interiors as well, as docu-
mented, for example, by a period photograph in which a pair of
them dominates the fireplace in the library of David L. Einstein’s

New York town house (see ILL. 4.1).

Prosperous New Yorkers, clearly cognizant of current fashions,
provided a ready market for British goods. During the late' 1870s
and the 1880s the showroom of Cottier and Company displayed
English-designed fireplace accouterments, including grates by
MORRIS AND COMPANY and pictorial tiles by Minton.®” Almost
equally desirable for American fireplace facings were the tiles man-
ufactured by such firms as the J. and J. G. Low Art Tile Works
(see FIGS. 7.39—~7.41) and the INTERNATIONAL TILE AND TRIM COM- .
PANY of Brooklyn, New York (see F16. 7.36). So populat were tiles
in American decorative schemes that a group of eminent artists in
New York formed the Tile Club, and member WINSLOW HOMER
executed a fireplace facing that featured a continuous figural design
of shepherd on one side, shepherdess on the other (sce F1G. 9.8).%

In addition to the mantelpiece, another area thought worthy of
the attention of the serious artist was the ceiling. Throughout his-
tory, with encouragement from the proper patron, the ceiling has
been considered a suitable canvas for the artist’s brush, and during
the late nineteenth century a number of American painters—
notably Colman, Tiffany, La Farge, Francis Lathrop (1849-1909),
and THOMAS WILMER DEWING—concerned themselves with a range
of ornamental plans for this surface. Painted ceilings. of the era
ranged from those based upon historical conventions, including
trompe-1oeil skies, to more stylized and geometric concepts, such
as Moorish or Japanesque overall patterns, and allegorical or sym-
bolic representations. In the category of exotic patterns was the
ceiling of oriental design on mummy cloth executed by La Farge
for the reception room of Henry G. Marquand’s Newport house.
Bordered by a “delicately carved frame of mahogany embellished
with pearl and holly” and overlaid with elaborate fretwork, also of
mahogany, the La Farge ceiling resembled the work of both Col-
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FIG. 4.6 Design for a wall and ceiling. Vincent Stiepevich, New York, ca.
1875-85. Watercolor, gouache, metallic paint on board, 122 X 10% in.
(31.8 X 26.3 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harris Brisbane
Dick and Rogers Funds, The Elisha Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha
Whittelsey Fund, and Gift of John Size, by exchange, 1958 (58.635.5[2])

FIG. 4.7 Design for a ceiling. Vincent Stiepevich, New York, ca. 1875-85.

Watercolor and metallic paint on paper, 8%is X 7'%sin. (20.5 X 19.8
cm). Inscribed: Sitting-Room.Anglo. Japanese. Style. The Metropolitan

Museum of Art, Harris Brisbane Dick and Rogers Funds, The Elisha
Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha Whittelsey Fund, and Gift of John
Size, by exchange, 1958 (58.635.5[6]) -

man and Tiffany.®® Typical of an allegorical aesthetic ceiling was
Lathrop’s design for the dining room of the Henry Villard house
on Madison Avenue and Fiftieth Street in New York, which fea-
tured painted heads of mythological characters.®* Lathrop was
most renowned, however, for yet another type of ceiling, one con-
sisting of ornament “modeled in composition,” which may seem
outside the province of the painter except that it was “done with
the brush and overlaid with color.”® Whereas prominent artists
worked principally from their own designs, lesser-known artisans
might work from the designs of a decorative painter like VINCENT
STIEPEVICH (FIGS. 4.6, 4.7) or an architect like P. B. WIGHT (FIG. 4.8).

When the ceiling of a fashionable home was not decorated by
hand with a custom design, it was permissible to cover it with a
material deemed appropriate, such as Lincrusta-Walton. Perhaps
the simplest patterned ceiling decoration was paper, often made to
complement the wall covering. Ceiling paper was used extensively
by the middle class; its acceptability in a more sophisticated artistic
house was dependent upon both its rarity and the fame of its de-
signer. Such was the case in the picture gallery of the Brooklyn
home of John T. Martin, where one of Dresser’s papers was used
to cover an area extending from the cove of the ceiling to the bor-
ders of the skylight.®

Mass-produced papers were readily available to the average
homemaker and were perhaps the most favored ornamental treat-
ment when their cost was not too great. If a decorated or papered
ceiling could not be managed, color was emphasized instead.
Throughout the Aesthetic period writers on household taste de-
plored white ceilings as cold, advocating instead tinting any such
surface that was to remain relatively plain. Cream and gray blue
were the preferred shades, meant to harmonize with woodwork.®
A blank ceiling without hue, like an undecorated white doorway,
was viewed as a jarring note in an overall design. One writer
summed up the prevailing taste, using the analogy of a room as a
work of art: “The decoration of a room, like a picture, will be
Jjudged as a whole, and as a whole it is incomplete, until the ceiling
space has been so utilized that it may contribute its full share to the
color gradations of the general scheme.”®

The importance of color to a total decorating scheme was
widely acknowledged in the 1870s and 1880s. Over the course of
time, however, fashions in color combinations came and went. In
the mid-1870s the soft, aesthetic tones popular in England were
also the vogue in America. Clarence Cook enumerated them in
Scribner’s Monthly when he began his series of decorating articles
In June 1875:

Cottier & Co. have serges in colors whose delightfulness
we all recognize in the pictures that [Lawrence] Alma
Tadema, and Morris, and [Edward] Burne-Jones and
[Dante Gabriel] Rossetti paint, . . . the mistletoe green,
the blue-green, the ducks-egg, the rose-amber, the pome-
granate-flower, and so forth . . . colors which we owe to
the English poet-artists who are oddly lumped together
as the pre-Raphaelites, and who made the new rainbow.*

Although the names of the colors in the new rainbow were
sometimes too poetic to permit clear identification, it is apparent
that the hues were tertiary. They retained their importance for
much of the 1880s and continued to be associated with English
designers. In an 1879 article describing the interior of the new
Union Club in New York, Edgar Fawcett had remarked that the
furniture of one of the rooms in particular was “especially odd. It
1s of some velvety material, and its changeable greenish-brown
color doubtless represents one of those peculiar shadings recently
brought to notice by William Morris, the English poet.” “Drab”
was a color much favored for backgrounds, whether of paint, pa-
per, or fabric, while peacock blue was one of the few strong tones
considered acceptable as an accent. In advising upon color choices
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FIG. 4.8 Decoration for a vestibule ceiling. P. B. Wight, 1869,
probably for the Brooklyn Mercantile Library, New York.
Pencil and gouache on paper, 17% X 13%in. (45.1 X 34.6
cm). Labeled: Executed 1869. The Art Institute of Chicago

for curtains, Fawcett stated, “We may choose peacock from the
deepest to the coldest tint, golden and russet browns, sage greens,
dull brick-reds, and in fact all unobtrusive tints.”*

Another tastemaker, writing four years later, recommended
similarly subtle shades for rooms: “A deep, rich brown, umber or
dark bronze-green may be used for a skirting, the dado of greenish
gray, with the ornamental band above it in brown, gray or sage
green, with scroll work upon it in a darker shade of the ground
color of the dado. The wall could be painted pink, gray, or stone
color.” The color scheme advanced by this author not only fol-
lowed the aesthetic taste for soft backgrounds, but also obeyed the
popular precept that hues should lighten as they ascend: “The skirt-
ing should invariably be the darkest, the dado next in depth of
color and harmonizing approximately with the woodwork, then
the walls in a comparatively light tone.”® Thus the room followed
the example of nature; it was anchored by the floor, analogous
to the ground, with walls that directed a viewer’s eye to the ceiling,
the equivalent of sky, which was never so dark as to intrude into
the space below. Almost universally, nature was considered a
model to be emulated, since no discord could exist between colors
joined and juxtaposed in the natural world.

Nature could, of course, be perceived quite variably by different
people. In 1881 the Art Amateur extracted portions of an article on
a model back parlor, originally written by H. J. Cooper for the
periodical the Artist. Defending the use of primary colors—red,
blue, and yellow—Cooper expressed a prejudice against “your
muddy half-tints, ‘tertiaries,” so called.” Like Ruskin, the author
said, he himself viewed tertiaries as “colors chiefly to be found
associated with the more ignoble species of creation—the serpent,

the toad, and the like.” Although generally approving of Cooper’s
color scheme, in closmg the piece the unnamed Art Amateur editor
cautioned his readers “against accepting such sweeping generaliza-
tions. Tertiaries are invaluable in their place in decoration, and it is
as foolish to condemn their use because they are associated with
‘the serpent, the toad, and the like,” as it would be to condemn the
primary colors because they are to be seen in the berries and flowers
of many poisonous plants.”*?

Still, the use of primaries continued to have its supporters,
among them an anonymous contributor of an 1885 article for the
Decorator and Furnisher who used entire passages of Cooper’s work
word for word. Only the closing that the author penned was orig-
inal, with its condescending class snobbery and smug assumption
of aesthetic progress. The writer’s aim was to present a lesson,
“though of course the term ‘primary’ is here only comparative—
none of the colors used being pure. This would be impossible in
any bulk, except for a savage or a middle class American thirty
years ago.”®® The implication of the article, despite the slur, was
that by the mid-1880s even the American middle class had learned
to appreciate the more subtle aesthetic colors.

Earlier in the same decade, in 1881, Mary Gay Humphreys had
begun a lengthy commentary on household art by saying that “the
love of color is inherent and there is no form that color takes which
appeals more powerfully to the senses than in glass.”* The author
reviewed the work of the New York stained-glass makers of the
day, J. and R. Lamb, William Gibson’s Sons, Tiffany, and La Farge,
and she provided detailed suggestions for how stained glass could
be employed in home decoration. It was especially desirable for
library windows, where medieval costumes and heraldic arms and
devices were most appropriate; it was useful, too, for vestibules,
hall windows, stair landings, fan lights, and doors of bookcases
and cabinets. Panels in drawing-room doors could be removed and
replaced with stained glass, and bathroom doors could benefit
from translucent panes. Stained-glass fire screens were also attrac-
tive, for through them one could glimpse the glow of a burning
fire.

Even more important than these purely decorative functions
was the reliance on stained glass for problem windows. One writer
announced, “The dull and depressing outlook of street windows
in a great town call [sic] for the use of stained glass.”* Stained glass
could take the place of “swathing draperies, neither wholesome
[n]or beautiful,”® or, in combination with muslin curtains at the
lower sash, it could form the upper sash and veil the prospect of a
lifeless wall. Sometimes both stained glass and draperies were used
for effects of color and richness. In the library/dining room of a
“beautiful” town house in Philadelphia, the long windows had

curtains of coffee-colored canvas, with bands of appliqué
embroidery of the Kensington school, in lotos-bells and
green rushes on red-brown velvet, drawn in full folds
away from the window-screens of amber and wine-red
Dutch glass, which tempers the light to the hues of the
rest of the room.”

The use of both draperies or curtains and stained glass appears
to have been unusual. However, it was not uncommon to hang
heavy curtains over others of thinner material, and household writ-
ers suggested “lace with velvet and silk,” for example, or “ecru
lace and peachy Morris curtains.”®® Dressing a window elegantly
could be as expensive as purchasing a piece of fine furniture, as
indicated by an 1882 invoice of Herter Brothers to John Sloane.
For the drawing room of Sloane’s residence on Fifth Avenue in
New York, two pairs of curtains made of “velours richly trimmed
with silk” cost $900, while lace curtains to be used with them were
$600. Gilt-bronze poles and brackets for installing the double cur-
tains in bay windows cost $75, and the total figure came to

$1,575.”
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If one could afford such fashionable luxury, one had to make a
choice

between the innumerable stuffs and artistic colors every-
where exhibited. There are velvet, plush, brocade, satin,
waste silks, Oriental fabrics, heavy carpet-like textures
interwoven with gold thread, damask, and satin cloth,
besides serge that drapes so beautifully, reps, moreens,
camel-hair cloths, charity blankets, oatmeal cloth, etc. In
lighter textures, cretonnes have almost replaced the old-
fashioned glazed chintzes. . . . Crash, Bolton and work-
house sheeting look charming, as do also hop-sacking,
unbleached linen, twill, and lava canvas without mention-
ing the numerous kinds of white and colored muslin, lace,
and guipere [sic]; and the more homely ones in knitting,
netting, and crochet.'®

These were by no means all the fabrics available, and choosing
among them did not bring to an end the decision-making process.
Once a cloth was settled upon the homemaker needed to select a
decorative treatment. Bandings of contrasting textiles were fa-
vored trims, as were embroidered strips or allover patterns, or the
scatterings of embroidered flowers recommended by the English
author Elizabeth Glaister.!" Rules for the placement of bandings
and trimmings were well defined. According to a writer in the Art
Amateur in 1879, when required for an edge finish, “The trimming
borders the sides alone, or the sides and hem; in other arrange-
ments it crosses the curtain at a distance of six or eight inches from
the top and lower part.” If the curtain was to have a border of
another material or color, its depth would relate to the depth of
the dado of the walls. For one curtain design, a deep dado of three
bands was specified: “A sage-green serge has a 25-in or 27-in dado
of peacock-blue velvet plush. . . . Above is a space of about eight
inches, adorned with embroidery, and surmounting this an equally
broad band of the plush.”'® Repeatedly during the Aesthetic era
the concept of borders was discussed in advice on window dress-
ings. Suggestions offered in an article of 1880 included “cur-
tains of canvas silk, edged with deep bands of mahogany-colored
brocade or satin” and artistie, colored sheetings “that could be
worked, bordered, and ornamented.” :

A deep border was apparently also often the rule for the door-
way curtain, or portiere (see FIG. 3.18), and portieres were custom-
ary for artistic interiors. “Doors should be discarded from the
interior of houses, except for bedrooms or other private apart-
ments,” proclaimed one “hint” in the Decorator and Furnisher of
May 1883. “All reception rooms, dining and drawing rooms, li-
braries, picture galleries, etc., should have their entrances graced
by portieres.”'® The original source of this advice, not surpris-
ingly, was the Carpet Trade and Review. The words expressed a
sentiment that was also pervasive in Artistic Houses. For example,
in the dining room of the New York residence of W. G. Dominick,
“Turkoman portieres” covered the entrance to the butler’s pantry;
in Tiffany’s apartment the drawing room was separated from the
hall by a screen with Moorish columns, between which were cur-
tains of “old Japanese stuffs”; the embroidered- portiere of David
L. Einstein’s house was “made piece by piece out of old silk robes
imported for the purpose.”'® While exotic fabrics were preferred
by many of the most privileged - homeowners, textiles by noted
designers and artists were also sanctioned. In an article of 1880
Colman was mentioned as “superintending the execution of some
portieres from his own designs, in the work-rooms of the [New
York] Society of Decorative Art” and was lauded for his “original
effects, without any of the affectation or oddity of misplaced
quaintness that is so common.”'® La Farge found curtains as suit-
able for his talents as stained glass and painted ceilings. For the
New York home of Mrs. John A. Zerega he designed portieres,
inspired by a Japanese picture, for a room in which the window
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curtains were of “variegated old Japanese priests’ robes.” For the
drawing room of the same house La Farge conceived a portiere
depicting a “sunsct landscape . . . somewhat in the style of the
embroidgries recently exhibited in New York by Mrs. Oliver Wen-
dell Holmes, Jr.” The design was derived from a pencil drawing
by Mrs. Zerega herself, and the needlework was done by “the
ladies of Miss Tillinghast’s studio.”!®” The result was a coopcrative
effort of amateur, artist-designer, and artisan that fulfilled the best
expectations of the era.'®

In such affluent homes the opulence of window hangings and
portieres was enhanced by choice upholstery fabrics. Patterns and
colors for furniture, however, differed slightly from one piece to
the next. As one writer instructed, “It is not considered necessary
that the curtains should match the coverings of the furniture of the
rooms; indeed it is in better taste when they do not. . . . Sofas,
ottomans, and settees are not covered ‘en suite’ as heretofore, ex-
cept in large rooms . . . used for receptions only.” The ideal, as
the writer of these rules expressed it, was “harmony in place of
monotony, agreeable contrasts instead of dreary sameness.”!®
Most fabrics were inspired by European prototypes— “French
copies of tapestry effects of fifteenth century cretonnes,” “designs
in old English style”!'"*—or by more exotic motifs from the Near
and the Far East. French upholstery imitating old Flemish and
French handwrought tapestries might have patterns of Indian de-
signs with palms, flowers, birds, and foliage; Persian flora; Renais-
sance scrolls; and large flower forms. Sometimes an entire room
was Moorish (also called Turkish), such as the smoking parlor of
about 1880 (ILL. 4.22; now installed in the Brooklyn Museum,
New York) in the house of John D. Rockefeller at 4 West Fifty-
fourth Street in New York. “Turkoman” curtains could command
as much as $100 a pair, and rich fringes for furniture covering were
sometimes supplied in Turkish tassels."

In opposition to exotic influences was the work of reform de-
signers, such as the firm of Morris and Company, which by 1881
had a New York agent, Elliot and Goodwin of Union Square.
Morris wallpapers, already available through C. H. George and
J. M. Bumstead and Company of Boston, were supplemented by
carpets, tapestries, fabrics, and hangings.!'?

Fabrics were essential not only for traditional uses such as up-
holstery, curtain, or drapery material but also for myriad new ap-
plications. Despite the writings of Eastlake and other reformers,
neither before nor since the Aesthetic period have rooms been so
swathed in textiles. Lengths of fabric tented above a space created
corners for intimate conversation or reading. Even pieces of fur-
niture or frames of pictures could not escape decorators’ impulses
to drape. In 1883 the Decorator and Furnisher admonished its readers
that “cabinets are now to be covered with plush, the drawer fronts
‘swagged,” and the material wrapped or wound about the legs.”'*?
The Decorator and Furnisher also advocated the use of pink mosquito
net over pictures or mirrors, looped back and fastened on each side
with a bow of pink ribbon. This sort of treatment, it was said,
furnished a “pretty and inexpensive protection” for gilded
frames. '

In a principal room such as the parlor the two focal points were
usually the mantelpiece and the piano. Both were accorded the
extra importance that fabric imparted. The mantelpiece often had
a lambrequin, or valance, and the fireplace opening sometimes had
curtains as well. The latter could be fashioned from “cloth of gold,
satin, velvet, brocade, and painted or embroidered Indian muslin.
The Oriental style being now so popular, Persian needlework har-
monizes perfectly with the quaint chimney-piece decoration, and
utilizes to advantage any carefully stored specimens too short for
window curtains, yet too entire for scattering about on small cush-
ions and chair seats.”''> More elaborate was the painted silk valance
with matching curtains, which might be artfully installed with
“trails of either real or artificial flowers and ferns, sometimes with
the addition of lace and muslin.” " While this was clearly a seasonal



dressing, the mantel lambrequin was suitable year-round, and its
design and trim were of considered significance. A drawing-room
mantel lambrequin might be of “Pompeian red plush, the square
corners adorned with inset appliques of Turkish embroidery, the
finish a fringe of ecru cotton strands, edging an insertion of ecru
lace, heavily worked with silks.”"”

Like the mantel, the piano could be draped, and the novel prac-
tice of situating a piano in the middle of a room made it necessary
to cover the back. Alternatively, oriental embroidered stuffs or In-
dian shawls and chintzes might be used in the same way.!"® More
unusual by far than the practice of draping pianos with fabric was
the “pretty fashion of taking out the meaningless fretwork in the
fronts of upright pianos and putting in a piece of embroidery”; an
Art Amateur article of 1880, quoting the indefatigable art embroi-
derer Elizabeth Glaister, advised, “The piano front should be in
fine materials, fine linen, silk or satin; velvet is too heavy, and
would deaden the sound.””? One has visions of pianos across the
land sprouting morning glories or perhaps poppies and lilies on
their somber facades.

Positioning a piano out in the room was indicative of a new ap-
proach to the arrangement of furniture in general. During the first
half of the nineteenth century, the furnishings in the principal sit-
ting room or parlor were usually of the same style, or even en suite,
and were placed both against the wall and parallel to it, never ex-
tending into the central space. Beginning in the 1830s and continu-
ing through the 1860s, a matched set of seating furniture—whether
classical, Gothic, Rococo, Louis XVI, or Renaissance revival—
might customarily include a pair of sofas, several large and several
slightly smaller upholstered armchairs, a number of side chairs,
and perhaps even window benches or ottomans. All of these had
nearly identical wood frames, and all were covered in the same
fabric, which was duplicated or sympathetically evoked in the win-
dow treatments. Extra occasional chairs, also upholstered in the
same fabric, echoed the style of the suite, as did tables and case
pieces. The prevailing atmosphere was thus one not simply of de-
corum but also of rigid control. A cool formality was often con-
veyed by a white marble mantelpiece or by the marble top of a pier
table, situated between the windows, and of a center table, unfail-
ingly placed beneath the chandelier.

By the early 1870s,. the beginning of the Aesthetic period in
America, less strict furnishing layouts, in keeping with a concur-
rent architectural opening up of interior spaces, began to appear.
American tastemakers, writing from the mid-1870s on, stressed
comfort as well as taste. The principal room in the house, as con-
noted by a new name, was now for living, rather than merely
receiving, and other rooms also reflected more relaxed living
patterns.

Periodicals and decorating handbooks from the mid-1870s and
later emphasized both a deliberate mixing of styles and a studied
informality in the placing of furniture. “Chairs, like after-dinner
coffee-cups, seem to be selected nowadays with a view to their
harlequin effect,” observed Constance Cary Harrison (1843-1920)
in 1881. She continued,

One sees the little Louis XV gilt beauties, their satin seats
powdered with embroidered flowers, drawn confidingly
up to the arm of a square “Cromwell” in oak, severely
plain save for its dark cushion in maroon plush. Gilt
wicker, flaunted with bows like a bed of poppies, con-
fronts the rigid dignity of a Tudor or Eastlake specimen
in solid wood, while India teak and Wakefield rattan hob-
nob most cordially.'®

Such a combination of modes and periods, although thought out
and balanced, was meant to look casual and unplanned, as indi-
cated by an illustration done by Francis Lathrop for Clarence
Cook’s House Beautiful (1878, see FIG. §.6). Depicting a choice cor-

ner grouping of Cromwellian chair, Queen Anne mirrored sconce,
Chinese stand, and Japanese scroll, set off by a Near Eastern rug
and a voluminous hanging, the drawing was nevertheless cap-
tioned “We Met by Chance.”"

If Aesthetic-period assemblages of furniture were intended to
convey the variegated beauty of different styles, forms, and colors,
mdividual pieces assumed personal significance: chairs for friendly
conversations became “gossip” chairs, and tables small or light
enough to be carried about as need dictated—to serve perhaps as
private worktables in the morning, tea tables by the fire in the Jate
afternoon—were termed “gypsy” tables. Whether a gossip chair
or a gypsy table acted as the primary element in an arrangement
of furniture, the ultimate purpose was to break up a single large
formal interior into several more manageable and personal areas.

One other means of simultaneously achieving a feeling of both
open space and intimate groupings was through the use of screens.
Fixed architectural screens of fretwork, basket weave, or turned
spindles were often employed to separate areas linked architectur-
ally but intended for different functions, such as the staircase, cor-
ridor, and seating section of a living hall.'? Movable screens might
conceal undesirable views, set off a collection of artistic objects, or
define areas for social activities. “A Chapter on Screens,” printed
in November 1878 in Art Interchange, quoted a Mme de Girardin,
writing forty years earlier but with a sensibility attractive to the
1870s. Her advice was to transform a long and uninterrupted par-
lor into a series of small artistic areas: “Gather there casy chairs
and foot stools, lounges strewn with pillows, stands, writing
tables, jardiniéres, screens indispensably screens.” The result, she
concluded, would be “a sort of society bazaar where delicious mys-
teries may be confidentially discussed.”!?

Photographs of interiors of the 1870s and 1880s show a remark-
able number of screens, indicating the efficacy of the tastemakers’
admonitions. They also clearly illustrate the emphasis on numer-
ous seating arrangements spotted about a room. At times intimate
seating was not introduced by a decorator but was part of the ar-
chitecture itself. These same decades produced both the built-in
cozy corner, a conversation area replete with cushions and drapery,
and the inglenook,' usually created with padded benches near a
fireplace. Bay windows and alcoves were also favored locations for
built-in seating, which was occasionally installed in quite unex-
pected places, such as a very small sitting room or turret off a stair
landing.

If a room had no inglenook, a personal space could be estab-
lished in a novel way—described in an article in the Decorator and
Furnisher of September 1886—Dby using a Japanese parasol, “an im-
portant item in the decoration of homes of tastc and cultivation
where artistic effects are sought after.” The writer of the article
explained that an amateur artist had fitted a jointed section of pipe
to one of the gas brackets on either side of a chimney. To this the
artist had attached a Japanese umbrella “of about nine feet spread.
The joints are so arranged that when not required the parasol can
be closed and will hang at the side of the chimney.” When in use,
however, the parasol floated above a table, an easy chair, and a
footstool, with a revolving bookcase nearby. The author for the
Decorator and Furnisher concluded that “a more delightful retreat
after the cares of the day could scarcely be imagined.”'? This cozy
corner for one person (they were usually for two) was so appealing,
in fact, that the entire description of it was repeated almost ver-
batim in the October 1886 issue of Art Age.'®

Overleaf: 1LL. 4.22 Smoking parlor, John D. Rockefeller house, New York,
ca. 1880. The Brooklyn Museum, New York, Gift of John D. Rockefeller,
Jr., and John D. Rockefeller IIT (46.43)
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Such an application of a Japanese umbrella undoubtedly strikes
a twentieth-century sensibility as a curious conceit, though it aptly
reflects the Aesthetic movement’s exploration of the unusual. To
be artistic, it seems, one was expected to broaden the conventional
boundaries of art. A notable example of experimentation with dec-
oration could be found in the Japanesque reception room of Mrs.
John A. Zerega, which was published in Artistic Houses, with the
author drawing attention to “two objects fastened on the walls in
a fashion daring if not defiant.” One of the two items was “an
immense Japanese fan, opened to its full extent and six feet wide,
painted by hand, and imported in a case as big as a coffin”; the
other was a “bill of lading covered with mysterious Japanese char-
acters, and inviting the visitor to ask the hostess (who, by the way,
saw it in some debris of a fancy-goods establishment, and carried
the trophy off . . . ) “Won’t you tell me a story about that?’”'?” If
the rescuing of artistic embellishment from the rubbish bin pre-
sages twentieth-century interests in “found art,” and the storytell-
ing evocation is in a general Victorian tradition, the whimsy of the
exaggerated scale and the exoticism of the decorative options are
typical of the Aesthetic movement.

Seldom if ever has an age provided so many guidelines for the
decoration of houses as the Aesthetic period did; seldom if ever
have there been so many contradictions and questions as a result.
Since leading critics of the time frequently disagreed, it is small
wonder that average men and women constantly found themselves
asking whether the important arbiter of taste was the individual or
the tastemaker. Moreover, in a world where distinctions between
the arts were deliberately being blurred, what was the role of the
artist? the architect? the artisan? the decorator? the amateur? And
what was the status of craft? In this context, one may well recall
the woman who told William Morris that she would not mind her
son’s being a furniture maker if he would create art furniture,'® or
the words of Dr. William A. Hammond, quoted in Artistic Houses:
“If I wasn’t a physician, I should be an upholsterer.”'? These com-
ments suggest an ennobling of the craft tradition and an assertion
of the dignity of hand labor, but do they not also suggest some-
thing of a Marie-Antoinette playing milkmaid? Such role playing
might have prompted even aesthetic wit to proclaim “the impor-
tance of being earnest.”

A hundred years ago, the word more often used for an interior was
artistic rather than aesthetic. Looking back across a century of de-

sign trends, in the midst of an age once again intrigued by histor-
ical form, pattern and ornament, complexity and contrast, the
postmodern critic might prefer to call those same interiors “artful.”
If in this term there are seemingly negative connotations of con-
trivance and artifice, there are positive connotations as well. Above
all, the interior of the Aesthetic movement was artful in the literal
sense of the word—that is, filled with art—and such artfulness
expressed striking oppositions: exuberant and restrained, tasteful
and tacky, moral and meaningless, serious and playful. In keeping
with the high seriousness of the Aesthetic period was the belief
that an artistic interior could influence the character of its occu-
pants; consistent with the era’s playfulness was the idea that onc
could exercise a great deal of choice in achieving an artistic and
therefore an edifying and spiritually uplifting interior. For design-
ers, tastemakers, and consumers, the Aesthetic movement broad-
ened the concept of art so that no one could continue to view
objects as they had been viewed before or regard interiors as areas
to be designed without careful consideration.

The artful interior has sustained its mark throughout a century
of change. The ultimate artistic room was clearly one where “any-
thing goes.” The logical early modernist reaction to Aesthetic-
period design was the interior where everything literally went, a
functional space, stripped not only of pattern and ornament, but
of aestheticism’s allusions to other cultures and ages as well. The
modernist interior of the teens and twenties served not as an ex-
tension of man, human and imperfect, intricate and controversial,
but rather as a well-constructed machine. As the stringent func-
tionalism of the Bauhaus gave way after World War II to a still-
spare but less mechanical version of the International style, a range
of art objects once again appeared in the home; folk art, African
masks, and—by the late 1950s and the 1960s—Tiffany art glass:
were all carefully selected and displayed. The owners of such ob-
jects unwittingly paid homage to the concepts of the Aesthetic
movement—its preoccupation with a variety of cultures, its em-
phasis on personal taste, and its widening of earlier boundaries of
art. Today, the postmodern period has designers turning with ap-
probation to interiors of the 1870s and 1880s, finding in them a
complexity fascinating to the eye and the mind. Nevertheless, art
decoration, the principal legacy of the’ Aesthetic movement, be-
queaths a whispering doubt to designer, critic, and everyman alike:
If art is everywhere, is it nowhere?
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Art Furniture:

Weddjng the Beautiful to the Useful

M'ari]ynn Johnson

O REUNITE THE beautiful and the useful was a primary concern
of late nineteenth-century critics, designers, and collectors alike:

Of all the materials used in daily life, none more com-
mon, none so powerful for artistic purpose, and none so
little considered, as furniture. A carpet is a floor covering,
tables to hold things, chairs to sit upon. The idea that
table, chair or carpet may be a work of art, is foreign to
the thought of their users. Pictures are made by artists.
Chairs come from the mill. Fortunately, owing to a better
education, our more intelligent people now recognize the
fact that furniture may be useful and yet artistic. Attention
has been much turned of late to domestic art, and the
expectant householder now casts about to see if it be not
possible to buy chairs that are beautiful as well as com-
fortable, and to procure tables and sideboards that will
mean something, as well as hold plate.!

These words, published anonymously in Scribner’s Monthly in the
mid-1870s, may have been written by CLARENCE COOK, the Amer-
ican critic and tastemaker who was a frequent contributor to the
magazine. Cook, along with many other British and American
leaders of the Aesthetic movement, struggled to elevate once more
the “decorative” arts and to repair what art historian Nikolaus
Pevsner has called the “split which occurred during the second
third of the nineteenth century between art and craft, and between
art and manufacture.”?

Like the nineteenth century itself, the reasons behind this sepa-~
ration of the fine and the applied arts were complex and often con-
tradictory. The Industrial Revolution had transformed the social
structure of England and America, creating both a new class of
manufacturers and a new class of consumers to buy the prolifera-
tion of objects the rise of technology made possible. Also contrib-
uting to the schism was the romantic movement of the early 1800s,
which fostered radically new attitudes toward the character and
role of art and the artist. The romantics saw artists as lonely, mis-
understood geniuses who awaited inspiration on a pinnacle above
the masses, hoping to translate that inspiration into works of art
in stone or paint. Marble sculptures to grace grand halls or paint-
ings on canvas to adorn elegant salons were fitting expressions of
genius. Vessels of clay or furniture of wood were not.

The terms used today to describe furniture, silver, glass, pot-
tery, and porcelain as “minor” or even “decorative” or “applied”
art are in large part a persistence of nineteenth-century attitudes.
As writers on household art in the 1870s and 1880s were fully

aware, the arts had not always been divided into “higher” and
“lesser” forms. “To the Greeks there was no gulf between the use-
ful and the beautiful,” wrote one American author. “Useful things
were beautiful, and beauty went hand-in-hand with use.”* British
architect and designer . w. GODWIN reminded his contemporaries
in 1877 that decorative art continued to be a valid art form during
the Renaissance, an age dominated by the rigorous regulations of
the guild system. “The Institute of Painters at Venice,” he recalled,
“included casket-makers, gilders, and varnishers. At the very
dawn, too, of the Renaissance, we find that Dello, a Florentine
painter of note, was not content to wait idly or dreamily for com-
missions to paint easel pictures. . . . He filled up the whole of his
time for some years in painting and decorating furniture, seats,
beds, caskets, &c. His work was not only well done, but the well-
doing was much appreciated.”*

Godwin’s examples hint at yet another problem that perplexed
many Victorian theorists: the relationship between an object and
its embellishment. If a painter like Dello applied art to furniture,
then art and decoration were essentially the same thing. It followed
logically to many early Victorian manufacturers and consumers
that the more a product was decorated, the more it became a work
of art. To turn a phrase, they believed that more was more. As onc
historian has observed, “It was easier to apply decoration than
principles of proportion and form, and anyway, the former satis-
fied the demand for ‘art’ and ‘poetry.” Decoration was a kind of
ersatz art, cheaper, readily available (it could literally be bought by
the yard), and lavishly applied.”?

The artists and educators who attempted in the 1840s and early
1850s to improve British standards of industrial design and thereby
reduce England’s dependence on foreign trade shared this passion
for ornament. In effect, by working to ensure that objects were
embellished with appropriately symbolic decoration befitting their
quality and character, the crusaders might be said to have caused
“a reform of the art of ornamentation more than of design.”® One
of the most fervent of the British reformers was Henry Cole (1808—
1882), a civil servant who wrote handbooks on historical monu-
ments under the pseudonym Felix Summerly. Cole also turned his
hand to designing. Among his creations was a tea service with
comparatively simple forms and sparse decoration that could be
mass-produced at a reasonable cost. The lack of decoration was
not an indication of Cole’s lack of interest in elaboration. Rather,
according to Cole, it was an attempt “to obtain as much becauty
and ornament as is commensurate with cheapness.”” In this re-
spect, Cole was a man of mid-century. In many other ways, how-
ever, he was ahead of his time. Cole’s tea set won a prize at the
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annual exhibition of the Royal Society of Arts in 1846, the year he
became a member. Thus encouraged, in 1847 he founded Sum-
merly’s Art-Manufactures for the express purpose of improving
public taste and reviving “the good old practice of connecting the
best Art with familiar objects in daily use,” as the pamphlet an-
nouncing his venture proclaimed. Just as Godwin would thirty
years later, Cole strengthened his plea by speaking of days past
when artists lent their talents to the enrichment of humbler every-
day life. Giotto, Leonardo, Holbein, and Reynolds, he reminded
his readers, had all worked in the decorative arts.?

Cole was joined in his endeavor to create an alliance between
manufacturing and the fine arts by teachers and administratars in
the schools of design that had been established under the aegis
of the British government during the late 1830s and the 1840s.
He also found allics among his colleagues at Summerly’s Art-
Manufactures and among fellow members of the Society of Arts,
which was led from 1845 by no less a figure than Prince Albert
himself. It was Cole, however, who was most instrumental in

ILL. 5.1 The Backgammon Players cabinet. Designed by Philip Webb, pan-
els painted by Edward Burne-Jones, made by Morris, Marshall, Faulkner
and Company, London, 1861. Wood, oil paint, leather panels, h. 73 in.
(185.4 cm), w. 45 in. (115.3 cm), d. 21 in. (53.3 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1926 (26.54)
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turning the society’s annual exhibition into something of signifi-
cance: the first World Exhibition held in London in 1851, called
in its own time the Great Exhibition and often referred to sub-
sequently as the Crystal Palace Exhibition for the striking iron
and glass building that Joseph Paxton (1801-1865) designed to
house it.

The name of virtually every major figure of mid-century design
reform appears on the list of those intimately involved with the
design, administration, construction, judging, and criticism of the
Great Exhibition. The list includes architect and ornamentalist
OWEN JONES; architect and critic Matthew Digby Wyatt (1820-
1877); painter William Dyce (1806-1864), director of the govern-
ment school of design in London from 1840 to 1843 and professor
of fine arts at King’s College, London, from 1844; Richard Red-
grave (1804—1888), also a painter, appointed headmaster of the
school of design in 1849; and German architect Gottfried Semper
(1803-1879). British architect Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin
(1812—-1852), who organized the Medieval Court, was already wide-
ly known and enormously respected because of his work on such
projects as the houses of Parliament and Scarisbrick Hall as well as
through his writings; including Contrasts (1836) and The True Prin-
ciples of Pointed or Christian Architecture (1841). Pugin loathed
sprawling Rococo and all sham. His reverence for medieval crafts-
manship, drawn largely from his devout Catholicism, led him to
pronounce the Gothic the only true and Christian style. His phi-
losophy enlarged the perceptions of his colleagues and continued
to influence reform thinkers for the remainder of the nineteenth
century and well into the twentieth.

Eng]ish Art Furniture

Throughout the 1850s the Gothic style continued to prevail in at-
tempts at design reform. John Ruskin (1819-1900) laid the theo-
retical foundation in The Stones of Venice (1851~53), and his chapter
“The Nature of Gothic” became a touchstone for the British
architects who were to change the look not only of buildings but
also of furniture in the 1850s and 1860s, among them William But-
terfield (1814—1900), George Edmund Street (1824-1881), J. P.
Seddon (1827-1906), Charles Bevan (active 1865—1883), Alfred
Waterhouse (1830-1905), WILLIAM BURGES, RICHARD NORMAN
SHAW, and PHILIP WEBB.° v

These designers produced essentially two types of Gothic-
inspired furniture. From the late 18s50s through the early 1860s
Butterfield, Street, Webb, and the English painter Ford Madox
Brown (1821-1893) created a few pieces of rationally designed fur-
niture so stripped of superfluous detail or ornament as to be with-
out pronounced reference to historical period or style. Webb’s and
Brown’s plain tables and stands, for example, though substantial
and even massive, relied for their effect on balanced proportions
and the honest construction Pugin had advocated. They convey a
timeless clegance and simplicity that compares with the best fur-
niture of the mature Arts and Crafts movement of almost half a
century later. The second type of furniture, the dominant trend,
was characterized by its decorative qualities as well as its Gothi-
cized structure. Also rectilinear and sometimes massive, these de-
signs were often embellished with Gothic pointed arches, crockets,
finials, and panels with polychrome “medieval” decoration. Early
pieces in this style were generally painted with figural scenes. A
relatively simple cabinet (iLL. s.1) that Webb designed in 1861,
with a depiction of The Backgammon Players painted by Edward
Burne-Jones (1822-1898), is typical.

With the organization of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Com-
pany (later MORRIS AND COMPANY) in London in 1861 there existed
a group of both furniture designers and decorators to work in this
painted Gothic style. witLiam MORris himself scarcely ever de-
signed furniture, but his short apprenticeship in Street’s offices in



BIG. 5.1 Gothic Forms Applied to Furniture, Metal Work, and
Decoration for Domestic Purposes (1867; 1st Amer. ed. Bos-
ton, 1873). Bruce J. Talbert. Cover: 17 X 12 in.

(43.2 X 30.5 cm). The Athenacum of Philadelphia, Gift
of William C. Scheetz, Jr.

1856 had given him an appreciation of interior and furniture de-
sign. It was also at Street’s that Morris met Webb, with whom he
formed a lasting friendship and professional relationship. The pro-
spectus for Morris and Company proclaimed that “the Growth of
Decorative Art in this country, owing to the efforts of English
Architects, has now reached a point at which it seems desirable
that artists of reputation should devote their time to it.”'* A num-
ber of “artists of reputation”—including Morris himself, Brown,
Burne-Jones, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882)—devoted
their time to painting panels for furniture designed for the firm by
Webb and Seddon. Morris and Company exhibited Gothic cabi-
nets incorporating the work of these designers and artists at the
London International Exhibition of 1862. A painted Gothic book-
case by Shaw and a whimsical cabinet, painted by E. J. Poynter,
that Burges had designed in 1858 appeared in other displays at
the exhibition. Also shown was Burges’s towering Gothic book-
case, the so-called Great Bookcase of 1859-62, an elaborate gilded
structure decorated with scenes painted by Rossetti, Burne-Jones,
Poynter, Simeon Solomon, Albert Moore, H. Stacy Marks, and
others."" Once again, furniture was deemed worthy of panel paint-
ings by artists of note.

Within a few years manufacturers had translated the Gothic
forms and panel decorations of these highly individual and finely
crafted architect-designed pieces into more affordable furniture for
the general public. Gothic details continued to be a part of the
structure, but hand-painted panels by known artists no longer
formed the rich surface ornament. Instead, panels were created by

inset tiles, by marquetry or shallowly carved designs abstracted
from nature, or even by molded composition pictures featuring
medieval or classical figures. Large strap hinges in'brass or steel,
sometimes nickelplated, became important components of the de-
sign, as did keyhole escutcheons and rows of turned spindles.

In the late 1860s two British publications popularized the re-
form Gothic style, which was termed Modern Gothic. The first
was a book of designs by British architect BRUCE J. TALBERT cn-
titled Gothic Forms Applied to Furniture, Metal Work, and Decoration
for Domestic Purposes (F1G. 5.1), published in Birmingham in 1867.
The second, CHARLES LOCKE EASTLAKE's Hints on Household Taste
(see FIG. 4.1), appeared in London a year later. The design of a wall
cupboard (r16. §.2) from Talbert’s Gothic Forms displays many of
the characteristics of English Modern Gothic furniture of the late
1860s and early 1870s. Highly architectural, the cabinet conveys a
feeling of substance and even of grandeur that belies its small scale.
As on numerous other Modern Gothic cabinets, the pediment re-
sembles a sloping roof, and columns with stylized leaf capitals
flank the recess below the pediment. Large strap hinges decorate
the cupboard doors, each of which is also embellished with a rec-
tangular panel containing a Gothic beast within a lozenge. The
spandrels filled with radiating sunflower petals evoke the decora-
tive work of Owen Jones and CHRISTOPHER DRESSER.

The style of furniture that Talbert championed is also well il-
lustrated by several existing objects known to have been executed
from his designs. One of the most important of these, a rectilinear
sideboard (1LL. 5.2) made by the London firm Holland and Sons
and recorded in their daybook for 1867, won a medal at the Paris

1LL. 5.2 Sideboard. Designed by Bruce J. Talbert, made by Holland and
Sons, London, 1867. Walnut, inlaid woods, polychrome enamel plaques,
metal reliefs, h. 55 in. (141 cm), w..$8%2in. (148.6 cm), d. 17 in.
(43.2 cm). Trustees of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London
(286.1955)
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Exposition Universelle that year. The sideboard displays the rich
surface ornament of the era. Talbert used moldings to create square
and rectangular panels on the cabinet’s surface. In the upper section
polychrome cnamel bird plaques flank three inset panels illustrat-
ing the Sleeping Beauty from Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s poem Day-
dream.” In the base the doors on either side of the recess are
elaborately inlaid in figured wood and abstract pattern. An apron
of picrced quatrefoils shows the continuing Gothic influence. Be-
fore he became an architect Talbert apprenticed as a wood carver,
and his emphasis on carved detail in both this sideboard and the
design for the wall cupboard may reflect that early training.

The most successful American interpretations of the Talbert
style of Modern Gothic furniture were apparently the resul: of a
collaboration between a highly skilled Philadelphia cabinetmaker
and carver, DANIEL PABST, and FRANK FURNESS, a Philadelphia ar-
chitect. Furniture believed to have been produced by Pabst and
Furness includes a desk that was handed down in the Furness fam-
ily, at least two suites of furniture owned by Theodore Roosevelt,
and, most impressive of all, a cabinet that has only recently come
to light (F1Gs. 5.3, 5.4)." Its rooflike pediment, angular base, cham-
fered edges, truncated columns, elaborate strap hinges, and deco-
rated door panels all link this cabinet to the Modern Gothic
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FIG. 5.2 Plate 12: “Wall-Cupboard.” Bruce J. Talbert, Gothic Forms Ap-
plied to Furniture, Metal Work, and Decoration for Domestic Purposes (1867;
1st Amer. ed. Boston, 1873). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metro-
politan Museum of Art

146 In Pursuit of Beauty

furniture of British architect-designers such as Burges. The scroll-
ing, finely carved brackets, however, specifically suggest the form
of Talbert’s wall cupboard, and the cutaway pattern of stylized
flowers on the upper doors is reminiscent of the decoration on a
sideboard that relates closely to the Holland and Sons sideboard of
1867 and is illustrated as number 20 in Gothic Forms. Talbert’s work
may well have been the source for the design of the cabinet. Gothic
Forms was reprinted in Boston in 1873 and again in 1877; and an-
other of his books, Examples of Ancient and Modern Furniture, Metal
Work, Tapestries, Decorations, Etc. (published in London in 1876),
came out in Boston in 1877. .

Pabst and his Philadelphia colleagues were unquestionably fa-
miliar with English aesthetic design. A Modern Gothic buffet that
Pabst made about 1877 for Glenview, John Bond Trevor’s house in
Yonkers, New York, contains panels adroitly carved with a ren-
dering of Aesop’s fable of the fox and the crane. An illustration of
embroidered portieres in Eastlake’s Hints on Household Taste fur-
nished the design.!

Eastlake’s compendium, which before it was published in book
form in 1868 had appeared as a series of articles in several British
periodicals, including the Queen and the London Review, was not a
design book like Talbert’s. Rather, Eastlake’s aim was to present
“some fixed principles of taste for the popular guidance of those
who are not accustomed to hear such principles defined.”'s Hints
on Household Taste was thus the first major work of what was to be
a vast outpouring of publications on taste in household art. As had
Talbert’s designs, Eastlake’s advice met with considerable success
in America as well as in England. Hints on Household Taste was
published four times in England between 1868 and 1878, and there
were at least eight Boston editions of it during the 1870s and 1880s.
Not surprisingly, in America particularly, “Eastlake” became syn-
onymous with the Modern Gothic style.

American writer and tastemaker Charles Wyllys Elliott (1817
1883) objected to the use of Eastlake’s name as a designation for
furniture that was an “attempt to express a useful purpose, with
fine lines, with modest decoration, and with honest construc-
tion. . . . What style do you call this? . . . Isita copy of the Medie-
val, the Gothic, the Roman, or what? Is it Eastlake? It is none of
these.” Elliott’s alternative proved his statement that “it is not easy
to invent a name.” For furniture designed not to provide “osten-
tation or luxury, but to help to make the home-life beautiful,” he

Above: FIG. 5.4 Detail of cabinet (FIG. 5.3)

Opposite: F1G. 5.3 Cabinet. Design attributed to Frank Furness, manufac-
ture attributed to Daniel Pabst, Philadelphia, ca. 1874—77. Walnut,
maple, glass, h. 96 in. (243.8 cm), w. 42 in. (106.7 cm), d. 20 in.

(50.8 cm). The Metropolitan Muscum of Art, Friends of the American
Wing Fund, 1985 (1985.116)






suggested “The Homelike Style.”!® Presented with such an amor-
phous mouthful, public and press alike continued to prefer the
name Eastlake, and if one read any of the rapidly proliferating art
periodicals one was bound to come across it. The reviewer of a
Boston decorative-arts exhibition in 1875 deplored the “deficiency
of native design in most of the departments,” explaining that “the
popular demand for improvement having risen so recently . . . it
will still be long before men educated to supply our wants can be
found here.” He ascribed the recent change to “an echo in this
country of the reaction in England against the thoughtless and un-
intelligent work of past years,” but lamented that one of the just
effects had been “imitation, and a fashion for anything called after
Morris, Eastlake, or other teachers of decorative construction.”"”
Other writers were more kind. If imitation amounting to pla-
giarism is the sincerest flattery, American architect Henry Hudson
Holly (1834-1892) greatly complimented Eastlake in “Modern
Dwellings: Their Construction, Decoration, and Furniture,” a se-
ries of articles he wrote for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in 1876.
Holly mentioned Eastlake’s name only twice, once in a paragraph
condemning pedestal tables, and again in the description of a bed-
room suite “of medieval design, commonly known in this country
as Eastlake style.” Nevertheless, he appropriated not only East-
lake’s principles but even his exact words, repeating whole pas-
sages from Hints on Household Taste.'® Two years later, however,
when the articles were published in his book Modern Dwellings in
Town and Country Adapted to American Wants and Climate with a

Treatise on Furniture and Decoration, Holly redressed his wrongs. He

dropped the plagiarized passages and acknowledged that he had
“profited considerably by the writings of Eastlake and others.”"
In 1876 Clarence Cook commented that “Eastlake furniture
must not . . . be judged by what is made in this country, and sold
under that name. [ have seen very few pieces of this that were cither
well designed or well made. None of the cheaper sort is ever
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L. 5.3 Sideboard. Designed by E. W. Godwin,
ca. 1867, made by William Watt, London, ca.
1876. Ebonized wood, embossed paper panels,
silverplated fittings, h. § ft. 11%2in. (1.8 m), w. 8
ft. 6% in. (2.59 m), d. 1 ft. 10%6 in. (.56 m).
Trustees of the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London (Circ. 38.1953)

either.”® Curmudgeon though he might sometimes have been,
Cook had put his finger on the problem. By the mid-1870s cheap,
factory-produced “Eastlake” furniture had become so prevalent
that Eastlake himself felt called upon to comment. In 1878, in his
introduction to the fourth revised British edition of Hints on House-
hold Taste, he repudiated what American tradesmen were “pleased
to call ‘Eastlake’ furniture, with the production of which I have
had nothing whatsoever to do, and for the taste of which I should
be very sorry to be considered responsible.”?

"Eastlake made clear that a new taste had arisen for designs
rooted in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries rather than the
Middle Ages. He noted that many a student who began as “an
earnest advocate for Gothic is now a follower of what is commonly
called the ‘Queen Anne’ school.”? Styles might change but endur-
ing principles did not, and Eastlake made no revision in his basic
precepts. In 1878, the same year the fourth British edition of East-
lake’s book appeared, the American writer HARRIET PRESCOTT SPOF-
FORD published Art Decoration Applied to- Furniture (see FIG. 2.3).
The book, an expanded version of the articles Spofford published
anonymously in Harper’s Bazar and Harper’s New Monthly Maga-
zine in 1876—77, contained an entire chapter on “The Eastlake.”
Like other writers of the era, Spofford had echoed Eastlake in her
articles, but in her book she gave due credit to the historical sig-
nificance of Hints on Household Taste, which had “occasioned a
great awakening, questioning, and study in the matter of house-
hold furnishing. Presently there arose a demand for furniture in
the ‘Eastlake Style.’”? The demand for high-style Eastlake or
“modern” furniture was at its peak in the carly to mid-1870s, but
factory-made “Eastlake” furniture continued to be popular in
America well into the 1880s, long after the term Modern Gothic
had ceased to be used.

Just before the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876 a
new style of art furniture had begun to supplant the medieval- and



Jacobean-inspired forms that had been fashionable in England from
the late 1850s through the early 1870s. Although their shapes were
still rectilinear, with surfaces divided into decorated panels, case
pieces such as cabinets and sideboards were less angular and mas-
sive than their Modern Gothic counterparts. The forms of chairs
and tables were often lighter, the ornament was simpler, and the
legs were sometimes delicately saber shaped or turned rather than
carved. Slender spindles or fine fretwork was often used in the
designs. Although a number of British designers were working in
this mode from about 1870 on, the new art furniture owed much
to one man, E. W. Godwin, who virtually invented the style called
Anglo-Japanesque.

As had so many of his colleagues, Godwin began his career as
a medievalist. Both he and his close friend William Burges were
impressed by the Japanese display at the London International Ex-
hibition of 1862. “To realize the real Middle Ages,” Burges said,
one “must visit the Japanese Court.”* Godwin, however, saw in
Japanese art and architecture not only the traditions of the medieval
craftsman but also a fresh artistic vision. Like many other British
and American artists and architects of the Aesthetic era, Godwin
collected Japanese prints, fans, and porcelains. He decorated his
London home in Japanese fashion, with sparse furnishing, and
straw matting on the walls and some of the floors, which in other
rooms were oiled or waxed and left bare. He persuaded Ellen Terry
(1847-1928), the famed English actress with whom he lived for
many years, to dress their children in kimonos, and he chose a
Japanese conjurer as their special entertainment treat.? But God-
win’s love for things Japanese went far deeper than the affectation
of an exotic lifestyle. More than any of his contemporaries, he
absorbed and incorporated into his own designs the very principles
of Japanese architecture and three-dimensional art: straight lines
and gentle curves, restrained ornament and taut surfaces free of
superfluous moldings and carvings, and an interplay of solid and
void.

Godwin began to design furniture in 1867, the year he moved
his architectural practice from Bristol to London. This was also the
year he began work on Dromore Castle in County Limerick. God-
win designed the external structure of the castle, which was com-
pleted in 1869, in the then-popular French Gothic style modeled
on thirteenth-century buildings, but in the interiors he combined
Gothic and Japanese design.? The simplicity and elegance of the
turniture he created for Dromore are also apparent in an Anglo-
Japanesque sideboard of about 1867 that was to become his most
famous furniture design and was subsequently produced in a num-
ber of versions (iLL. §.3). With its strict geometry and balanced
massing, the sideboard is visible proof that Godwin had achieved
the aims he set for himself. “When I came to furniture,” he wrote,
“I found that hardly anything could be bought ready made that
was at all suitable to the requirements of the case. I therefore set to
work and designed a lot of furniture. . . . There were no mould-
ings, no ornamental work, and no carving. Such effect as I wanted,
I endeavored to gain as in economical building, by the grouping of
solid and void and by more or less broken outline.”? In a period’
when even the most prominent design reformers were preoccupied
with decoration and ornament, Godwin’s concept seems extraor-
dinary.

Godwin also produced designs for well-known British furniture
makers, including William Watt and cCOLLINSON AND LOCK. Frank
Collinson and George Lock established their firm in 1870 in a
“quaint building in Fleet Street” with a facade redesigned by the
architect THoMAS EDWARD COLLCUTT.? Collcutt designed furniture
for the firm as well. Many of the pieces illustrated in Sketches of
Artistic Furniture, the catalogue Collinson and Lock issued in 1871,
were by Collcutt. Critics were quick to appreciate the commercial
possibilities of the newly fashionable “artistic furniture.” As one
reviewer putit, “The cabinets do not look like miniature cathedrals
nor Brobdingnagian reliquaries.”? Most of the furniture in the

Collinson and Lock catalogue can be classified as modified Modern
Gothic, but not all the designs echo Eastlakc and Talbert. A few
of the cabinets evince many of the qualities of the lighter art-
furniture style then coming into vogue, and one design for a side
chair with a curule base incorporates Roman forms like those God-
win studied and used. Two other chairs have the slender propor-
tions and simplicity of some of Godwin'’s work, but ncither has
the exaggeration and attenuation so typical of his furniture.* None
of these Collinson and Lock pieces displays the remarkable styliza-
tion of Godwin’s best Anglo-Japanesque designs.

Nevertheless, Godwin did design for the ﬁ-’rm, as his ledgers,
office diaries, and annotated sketches in notebooks attest.* More-
over, in the Collinson and Lock section at the Philadelphia Centen-
nial Exposition in 1876 there appeared several pieces of furniture,
including an Anglo-Japanesque cabinet, that were clearly after the
designs of Godwin.* Also in the display was a slender, stylish side
chair like the one pictured in figure 5.5, a design that Collinson
and Lock had begun to produce in 1873 or 1874 and that became

~ one of their stock items.*® LOUIS COMFORT TIFFANY may well have

been among the American visitors who admired Collinson and
Lock’s wares in Philadelphia in 1876. A few years later a side chair
identical to the one shown at the Centennial turned up in a pic-
ture of a room designed by Tiffany and ASSOCIATED ARTISTS that
Constance Cary Harrison (1843-1920) chose as the frontispiecc for

FIG. 5.5 Side chair. Design attributed to Thomas Edward
Collcutt or E. W. Godwin, ca. 1873~75, made by Collin-
son and Lock, London, ca. 1880-87. Rosewood, h. 34%2 in.
(87.6 cm), w. 15%21in. (39.4 cm), d. 15%in. (39.4 cm).
Marked: Collinson & Lock / London / of Dawson Jan 30
188[] / 7750 / Collinson & Lock[?] / London. Collection of
Mr. and Mrs. [. Wistar Morris 11
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her Woman’s Handiwork in Modern Homes, published in New York
in 1881.

Godwin’s work became readily available for emulation with the
publication in 1877 of Art Furniture, from Designs by E. W. Godwin,
E.S.A., and Others, with Hints and Suggestions on Domestic Furniture
and Decoration by William Watt, a catalogue with a layout and cover
resembling Collinson and Lock’s 1871 book of sketches, but con-
taining designs of a very different character that ranged from the
eccentric to the familiar, from the elaborate to the simple. In ad-
dition, some of Godwin’s designs were published in the American
periodical the Art-Worker in 1878.3* Ample evidence exists, how-
ever, that his furnitufe was known and copied in the United States
at least two or three years earlier. One has only to turn to the pages
of Cook’s House Beautiful (1878, FiG. 5.6), which was first pub-
lished in serial form as “Beds and Tables, Stools and Candlesticks”
in Scribner’s Monthly from June 1875 to May 1877.

For example, Cook attributed “Much in Little Space” (¥16. 5.7),
an engraving of a room of art furniture with many of the charac-
teristics of Godwin’s Anglo-Japanesque style, to ALEXANDRE SAN-
DIER, who allegedly “made his drawing from the original, which
he designed for Mr. Herter.” A design for a hanging shelf and
cabinet in another illustration, which Cook said was “by Cottier
& Co.,” bears all the earmarks of Godwin’s furniture in its use of
a shelving superstructure composed of angular struts and frets.
Cook described “a cupboard of to-day” (FiG. 5.8) as “made by
Cottier & Co. after their own design, mainly to serve as a frame
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FIG. 5.6 The House Beautiful: Essays on Beds and Tables, Stools and Candle-
sticks (New York, 1878). Clarence Cook. Binding designed by Darniel
Cottier. Cover: 10 X 8% in. (25.4 X 20.6 cm). The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, Gift of Elizabeth and Katharine Beebe, 1942 (42.50.1)

150 In Pursuit of Beauty

to the two painted panels in the doors with which Mr. Lathrop
enriched it.” It is interesting to compare this corner cabinet with
one that Godwin designed for Collinson and Lock in 1873 (FicG.
5.9), a cabinet commonly known as the Lucretia cabinet after the
figure in the central panel, which was painted by Charles Fairfax
Murray.* Godwin’s Anglo-Japanism is strongly reflected in both
pieces. The question arises, Did Godwin design for the London-
based firm of COTTIER AND cOMPANY (who had a branch in New
York), as he did for Collinson and Lock and William Watt, or was
his style so well known by the mid-1870s that it was being exten-
sively mimicked by other manufacturers? Of the two possibilities,
the latter seems more probable.

For further evidence that Godwin’s Anglo-Japanesque furniture
designs had spread to America, one need only examine an illustra-
tion in The House Beautiful that had originally appeared in Cook’s
first article for Scribner’s Monthly in 1875. There, pictured standing
on what appears to be rush matting, against a backdrop of South
Kensington—type fabric, is a “coffee-table with chair, both of black
wood” (FI6. 5.10). The chair is unmistakably a variation on Mor-
ris’s Sussex chair, and should any doubt have existed about its ori-
gin, Cook stated that it was “introduced here by the Messrs.
Bumstead of Boston,” a firm known as the American agent for
Morris and Company. “The originals were of English make,”
Cook continued, “but those we get now are all made in Boston.”¥

The coffee table Cook illustrated was without doubt Godwin’s
design. It was in fact the very coffee table Godwin described in a

FG. 5.7 “Much in Little Space.” Designed and drawn by Alexandre San-
dier, Herter Brothers, New York. Clarence Cook, The House Beautiful
(New York, 1878). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art



Top: 6. 5.8 “A Cupboard of To-Day.” Drawn by Francis
Lathrop. Cupboard by Cottier and Company, panels
painted by Francis Lathrop, New York. Clarence Cook,
The House Beautiful (New York, 1878). Thomas J. Watson
Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Bottom: FiG. 5.10 “Coffee-Table with Chair, Both of Black
Wood.” Drawn by Francis Lathrop. Clarence Cook, The

House Beautiful (New York, 1878). Thomas ]J. Watson Li-
brary, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

FIG. 5.9 “Lucretia” corner cabinet. Designed by E. W. Godwin, panels
painted by Charles Fairfax Murray, made by Collinson and Lock, Lon-
don, 1873. Rosewood, painted panels, brass, h. 75 in. (190.5 cm), w.
32in. (81.3 cm), d. 23 in. (58.4 cm). Marked: COLLINSON & LOCK [ ED-
WARDS & ROBERTS, panel signed: crm. Detroit Institute of Arts, Founders
Society Purchase, European Decorative Arts Fund, Honorarium and
Memorial Gifts Fund (1985.1)
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letter printed as the preface to Art Furniture in 1877. Indicating how
plcased he was with the catalogue, Godwin told Watt that he hioped
it might

lead intending purchasers to come to you direct for things
that I have designed for you, and which . . . have unfor-
tunately been travestied, even caricatured, in the process.
A marked example of this is the square coffee table you
first made for me, nine or ten years ago. The lines and
dimensions of the different parts of what seems to be a
very simple bit of furniture constitute its beauty and its
art—if it has any. But I have seen the lines.changed, the
proportions altered, until that which I had regarded as a
beauty became to me an offence and an eyesore. I should
not have alluded to this but for the large sale the table in
question commands, and but for the fact of my meeting
it almost wherever I go,—in private houses, in show-
rooms, in pictures, and in books, very prominently in the
frontispicce of Miss Garrett’s “Suggestions for House
Decoration.”®

Godwin’s comments help to date the design of the Anglo-
Japanesque coffee table to approximately 1867, a decade earlier
than its publication in Watt’s catalogue. They also firmly establish
Godwin as the originator of the popular design, which was rec-
ognized as commercial at the time and was therefore paid the du-
bious compliment, as were many others of Godwin’s creations, of
being widely copied and interpreted. That the authors of the books
(one of the most popular of which was Rhoda and Agnes Garrett’s
Suggestions for House Decoration in Painting, Woodwork, and Furniture
of 1876) in the Art at Home series Macmillan and Company
brought out in London between 1876 and 1880 lifted illustrations
from Cook’s Scribner’s Monthly articles has been cited as an example
of reverse cultural influence.? That Cook himself reproduced God-
win’s famous coftee table and Godwin-type designs from the stock
of Cottier and Company without proper acknowledgment would
also seem worth noting.

Art Furniture at the Phi]ade]phia Centennial

Although a few well-read and well-traveled artists and designers
were in 1876 already aware of the reforming influence of English
design, the ordered simplicity of Japanese art, and the exotic drama
of Moorish decorative objects, for most Americans the displays at
the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition were a first glimpse of for-
eign cultures.

At noon on May 10, 1876, in front of the newly completed
Memorial Hall in Philadelphia, President Ulysses S. Grant de-
clared the Centennial Exposition officially open. The president’s
words were remarkably terse, but if his speech seemed momen-
tary, its implications were not. Grant told his fellow citizens that
the exhibitions would inspire in them a “profound respect for the
skill and taste of our friends from other nations” as well as a sense
of satisfaction over “the attainments made by our own people dur-
ing the past one hundred years.”* Universal friendship and un-
ceasing progress were the fundamental ideals not only of the 1876
Centennial but also of all eleven world’s fairs held between 1851
and the turn of the century.*! The Centennial was a midpoint, the
sixth world’s fair after the London Crystal Palace Exhibition of
1851. Like all those that preceded and followed it, the Philadelphia
fair was more than an occasion for chauvinism and showmanship.
[t was a major force in the acceptance and dissemination of the
new, the foreign, the unfamiliar. Across the 384-acre Centennial
park the air was charged not simply with the humming whir of
the powerful Corliss engine and countless other machines but also
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with the living current of ideas that Matthew Arnold had seen as
a necessity of culture. Public and critic alike sensed the electricity.

Pride in the past, belief in the present, hope for the future—this
was the emotional climate of the age. Much of what was written
about the Philadelphia Exposition, as well as the exhibitions them-
selves, reflected these feelings. In addition to finding satisfaction in
their own attainments, Americans who visited the Centennial
demonstrated a new breadth of interest in other cultures. Long
bound culturally to England and France, Americans learned at the
fair the fascination of the East. The Turkish bazaar was a favorite
meeting place. Although the Japanese workmen who built their
country’s exhibition at first “brought many a burst of laughter
from the bystanders” with their “uncouth mechanical operations,”
the Japanese pavilion became a primary object of praise. The build-
ing was, said one reviewer, “as nicely put together as a piece of
cabinet-work.”#

The analogy indicated more than a new approbation for the
Japanese; it also-suggested the respect accorded in this period to
fine craftsmanship. Actual examples of cabinetwork from all over
the world were among the most elaborate and popular displays in
the Main Building. Indeed, virtually every theme, style, and idea
connected with fine furniture in the Aesthetic era had its place at
the Centennial. Only a few of the displays actually commemorated
American life a hundred years earlier. A replica of an eighteenth-
century New England kitchen complete with a spinning wheel
drew considerable crowds, and scattered through the exhibition
buildings, sometimes in unlikely places, were actual pieces of
eighteenth-century furniture. Very little, if any, of what is to-
day called Centennial furniture—nineteenth-century versions of
eighteenth-century American Colonial styles—was in evidence.®
In the furniture displays at Philadelphia, belief in the present over-
shadowed pride in America’s past.

If American exhibitors were generally ranked first in the me-
chanical and technological aspects of furniture manufacture, the
British were given highest marks for their artistic and imaginative
designs. One writer lauded the British decorative arts and furniture
as “possibly the most striking collections among the European ex-
hibits.”* The British exhibition space was arranged as a suite of
rooms decorated in different styles, principally, according to
George Titus Ferris, author of the copiously illustrated Gems of the
Centennial Exhibition (1877), “highly-artistic studies from the Jac-
obean, Queen Anne, and Georgian periods.” Only one display
suggested the Eastlake, or Modern Gothic, school of design.*
Probably the single most influential object in the British furniture
section was a cabinet designed by Collcutt for Collinson and Lock
(1LL. 5.4). One of several versions of a design first shown in 1871
at the London International Exhibition, the cabinet featured all the
vocabulary of the new art furniture: ebonized finish, crisply turned
balusters, rectangular panels, cupboard sections and open shelves,
Gothic detailing, coved cornice, beveled mirror, and elaborate sur-
face decoration with shallowly incised lines, some of them empha-
sized with gilding.*

Chagrined, perhaps, at the English decorative arts and furniture
being pronounced superior, as a whole, to that of any other coun-
try, the author of a review published in the American Architect and
Building News (hereafter the American Architect) in January 1877 de-
fended American accomplishments: '

The Queen Anne work of Herter Brothers of New York
has already been referred to. . . . Itis to be regretted that
this firm did not make an exhibit of some of the beautiful
work with which the house has been credited during a
few years past. Had the work of their able designer Mr.
A. Sandier been seen in comparison with that of the En-
glish exhibitors, it would have been less easy to concede
to them the superiority which their designs in the main
portrayed.



The writer was obviously well aware of current styles in England;
by 1876 the term Queen Anne was increasingly being used, some-
what inaccurately, to describe any art furniture that was not
Modern Gothic, including pieces that might also be called Anglo-
Japanesque. Although HERTER BROTHERS, the leading American
furniture and decorating firm of the 1870s, did not mount a display
of its own, its work was indeed represented at Philadelphia. Ac-
cording to the first part of the American Architect’s review, pub-
lished in December 1876, “The Queen Anne style had but one
exponent in Robert Ellin & Co. of New York, unless we may add
the name of Herter Brothers of New York, whose cases for Reed
& Barton and the Whiting Paper Company were worthy of special
notice as much as the works of any exhibitor, and were freely ren-
dered and original designs in that style.”* Herter Brothers’ designs
also appeared in the exhibition of American pianos and organs,
“one of the chief ornaments of the Main Building,” reported Frank
Leslie’s Historical Register of the Centennial Exhibition in 1877.* The
display, which included parlor organs by Mason and Hamlin and
the Estey Organ Company in the newly popular Modern Gothic
style and a piano with a rosewood case elaborately carved by a
student at the University of Cincinnati School of Design, was re-
viewed in the American Architect in 1877. Among the pianos with
inlays or painting, the critic commented, “the finest were the pi-
anos of ebonized wood, decorated with artistic inlay work in
bright-colored woods, exhibited by Albert Weber of New York.
We understood that these cases were designed and made by Herter
Brothers.”*

Although critics lamented the inferiority of American furniture
design, the foreign displays did not completely overshadow the
examples of skilled American cabinetmaking at the Centennial.
Frank Leslie’s Historical Register proclaimed the amount of furniture
shown by American firms “enormous,” comprising “every imag-
inable article of this class.”s' The 177 domestic exhibitors repre-
sented more than half the states. Moreover, two prominent
American furniture makers, Mitchell and Rammelsberg of Cincin-
nati and A. KIMBEL AND J. caBUs of New York, displayed art fur-
niture that reflected the influence of both Talbert and Eastlake.

An oak hall stand and sideboard (1LL. 5. ) exhibited by Mitchell
and Rammelsberg were described in Gems of the Centennial Exhi-
bition as designed “rigidly after the canons of Eastlake.”*? The suc-
cess of the display in Philadelphia apparently had profitable
consequences for the company’s business in the following years.
Within a short time variations on the hall stand and the sideboard
became commercially available. For instance, among the several
pieces of furniture Abram Gaar purchased from Mitchell and Ram-
melsberg in May 1877 for his new home near Richmond, Indiana,
was a “walnut Eastlake hall rack with bronze double pins and blue
tile.” The hall stand, still in the house that Gaar furnished, is nearly
identical to the stand exhibited at Philadelphia in 1876, with a few
minor changes. It is made of walnut rather than oak, its turned
supports are fitted with bronze hooks, and both the surface of the
shelf and the sides of the base are embellished with turquoise and
black tiles illustrating biblical scenes. A “walnut Eastlake sideboard
[with] bronze trimmings” custom-made for Gaar by Mitchell and
Rammelsberg at a cost of $325 had the same general plan as the
Centennial sideboard, with a central cabinet surmounted by a
crocket and finials. In details such as the arrangement of open
shelves and enclosed cabinet spaces and the character of the deco-
ration and hinges, however, it was quite different. The sideboard
was the most impressive piece of a dining set that included an ex-
tension table and ten “Eastlake” dining chairs, an armchair, and an
“Eastlake” tea chair all upholstered in red embossed leather with
black velvet trim. The Gaars also owned a carved and inlaid table
like one Mitchell and Rammelsberg showed at the Centennial;
quite possibly Gaar himself attended the fair and chose his hall
stand and dining set from the Mitchell and Rammelsberg display.®

Further capitalizing on the success of their British-inspired fur-
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ILL. 5.4 Cabinet. Designed by Thomas Edward Collcutt, panels painted
by Albert Moore, made by Collinson and Lock, London, 1871. Ebon-
ized wood, painted panels, h. 94 in. (239.2 ¢cm), w. 45 in. (114.3 cm).
Trustees of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London (Misc.127.1921)

niture, about 1879 Mitchell and Rammelsberg “brought over from
England an artist in household decoration . . . [who] supervised
the fitting up in the store of three rooms illustrative of the dispen-
sation of aestheticism.” By 1883 a Cincinnati newspaper could
claim, “That innocent suite of rooms quietly revolutionized the
interior decoration of the homes of wealth in the valley of Ohio.”*

The Kimbel and Cabus display space at the Centennial was not
simply filled with articles of furniture but arranged as an entire
integrated room, an image appropriate to the new role the firm
had assumed in 1872, when they first listed themselves in New
York directories as “furn., cabinetmakers & decorators.”’ Surviv-
ing pieces of furniture bearing Kimbel and Cabus’s label indicate
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Above: 1LL. 5.5 “Furniture from Cincinnati.” Mitchell and Rammelsberg,
Cincinnati, ca. 1876. [George Titus Ferris], Gems of the Centennial Exhibi-
tion: Consisting of Illustrated Descriptions of Objects of an Artistic Character, in
the Exhibits of the United States, Great Britain, France . . . (New York,
1877). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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that the firm worked extensively in both Renaissance and Modern
Gothic styles, as do the photographs in a two-volume album, now
in the Cooper-Hewitt Museum, New York, that Kimbel and Ca-
bus compiled from the 1870s to the 1890s. Significantly, however,
they chose Modern Gothic furniture for the illustration on their
trade card (see 1LL. 8.3) and to represent their work at the Centen-
nial. One critic judged the Kimbel and Cabus display, a room all
in the Modern Gothic style, “rich and tasteful enough to rank it
among the very best of the American exhibits in household art.”*
The much-admired room was illustrated in July 1876 in the Amer-
ican Architect and again in 1878 in Spofford’s Art Decoration Applied
to Furniture (F1G. 5.11).%” Kimbel and Cabus decorated their model
drawing room with a fashionable bordered rug and wallpaper in
the typical tripartite arrangement: a dado with Gothic diagonal
panels,.a fill in the kind of flat pattern favored by the English re-
form designers, and a broad pictorial frieze. An intricately detailed
mantel and overmantel dominated the left wall. The mantel’s struc-
ture featured the turned columns, deep coves, and projecting en-
tablature of the Modern Gothic style, and the ornamental detailing
included carved animals’ heads, quatrefoils, Gothic arches, and in-
cised linear decoration. A pair of claborate, tied-back portieres
framed the doorway centered on the rear wall. Although the por-
ticres were hung on a rod with rings, as Eastlake advocated for
simplicity and cleanliness, a deeply fringed lambrequin sur-
mounted them, and above the door a gallery of turned spindles
provided not only further elaboration but also an approved place
for the artistic householder to display objects, should he or she
desire.

Below: F1G. 5.11 “Drawing-Room in Modern Gothic.” A. Kimbel and

J. Cabus, New York. Harriet Prescott Spoftord, Art Decoration Applied to
Furniture (New York, 1878). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art
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Above: 1LL. 5.6 “A. Kimbel and J. Cabus, 7 and 9 East 20th Str. New-York.” American Architect and Building News
(Feb. 24, 1877). Thomas J. Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Right: r16. 5.12 Hanging key cabinet. A. Kimbel and J. Cabus, New York, ca. 1877. Oak, nickel-silver fittings,
h. 41%in. (106 cm), w. 12% in. (32.7 cm), d. s%2in. (14 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Sansbury-Mills
Fund, 1981 (1981.211)

FIG. 5.13 Table and armchair. A. Kimbel and J. Cabus, New York, 1875-85. Ebonized wood, incised and gilded
decoration, paper panels; table: h. 31 in. (78.7 cm), w. 42 in. (106.7 cm), d. 27 in. (68.6 cm), chair: h. 35 in.
(88.9 cm), w. 20% in. (51.4 cm), d. 24 in. (61.6 cm). Collection of Barrie and Deedee Wigmore
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A pedestal identical to the one in front of the doorway in the
Kimbel and Cabus Centennial room appears in the firm’s photo-
graph album. The large cabinet against the right wall is a variation
of one pictured in the album. Both cabinets have the same basic
structure and central pointed gable surmounted by a crocket and
finials, but on the album version a large central cabinet with a
mirrored door has replaced the recessed shelf and small cabinet
with a paneled, decorated door.*® Interchangeable parts appear to
have been an important component of Kimbel and Cabus’s pro-
duction. For furniture in the Modern Gothic style, Kimbel and
Cabus used such embellishments for two basic groups of designs.
One group, represented by a hanging key cabinet (F16. 5.12) that
also appeared in an illustration of a Kimbel and Cabus interior
published in the American Architect in 1877 (1ILL. 5.6), was more
florid. Usually made from oak, ash, or walnut, these pieces often
incorporated carved architectural elements or motifs traditionally
considered Gothic: turned and carved columns, flying buttresses,

- crockets and finials, scrolling leafage, and so on. The decorative
elements were superimposed so that they could be produced in
quantities and affixed to different types of furniture.

On a second group of furniture Kimbel and Cabus used mass-
produced paper or composition borders and panels, sometimes
with elaborate floral, animal, or figural representations. The table
and armchair pictured in figure 5.13 typify this furniture, which
was angular, rectilinear, and often made of ebonized cherry deco-
rated with incised and gilded patterns rather than carving.* The
panels that provide the most striking embellishment on the arm-
chair and table appear on numerous other pieces of furniture in the
Kimbel and Cabus album. As in the case of the hanging key cabi-
net, the sources for the designs of this table and chair can be found
in the Modern Gothic furniture of both Eastlake and Talbert. Two
figural panels on a massive sideboard illustrated in Talbert’s Gothic
Forms may have been the inspiration for innumerable similar pieces
in the Kimbel and Cabus repertoire.*

New York in the 1870s was considered the style center of Amer-
ica. In its fashionable emporiums the householder aspiring to good
taste could find the full range of aesthetic decorations and furni-
ture. Kimbel and Cabus kept a large stock of Modern Gothic fur-
niture on hand to satisfy their customers, and other New York
firms such as Pottier and Stymus and Herter Brothers filled their
showrooms with a more eclectic range of styles, including Anglo-
Japanesque and Queen Anne. But New Yorkers were not alone in
their rapid assimilation -of the English reform styles. As the dis-
plays at the Centennial Exposition proved, merchants and manu-
facturers in several other American cities could boast that they
carried the new styleé. In one of those cities, Cincinnati, an unusual
set of circumstances had created a major center of aestheticism in
the Midwest.

Cincinnati Carved Furniture

“Cincinnati is a remarkable place,” began a brief article in Scrioner’s
Monthly in August 1875. The unidentified author vividly described
the young city’s horrors: the number of hogs killed, the yellow
drinking water, and the buildings blackened by soot. “But Cincin-
nati, with all its drawbacks,” the writer continued, “is intellec-
tually and artistically alive. . . . She has the nucleus of a gallery
of art. She has an art school, to which one -citizen has given
fifty thousand dollars. The ladies in large numbers aré carving
wood under a competent instructor. Others are painting porcelain,
with remarkable results. She has an annual exposition of art and
industry.”*!

‘The phrase “art and industry” once more evokes the basic mid-
century design schism: the Cincinnati industrial exhibitions held
annually starting in 1870 were yet another attempt to bridge the
sphit. The art school mentioned was the University of Cincinnati
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ILL. 5.7 Desk (originally a wall cupboard). M. Louise McLaughlin, Cin-
cinnati, 1876. Walnut and ebony, h. s9% in. (151 cm), w. 35in. (88.9
cm). Marked: ANNO DOMINI 1876 / L McL [ 1877. Collection of Don
Burke



School of Design (later the Art Academy of Cincinnati); its patron,
Joseph Longworth. The competent instructor of carving the article
referred to could have been either HENRY LINDLEY FRY'Or BENN
PITMAN, '

Born in England and trained in the offices of the illustrious ar-
chitects Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin and George Gilbert
Scott (1811-1878), Henry Fry was well grounded in both the art
of Gothic design and the craft of carving. Fry came to Cincinnati
in 1851, and over the next two decades he and his son, wiLLIAM
HENRY FRY, were hired by several local churches and prominent
Ohio residents not only to carve individual pieces of furniture but
also to decorate entire rooms. The private classes in wood carving
the Frys began offering in the early 1870s were the result of wide-
spread admiration for the skill they demonstrated in the wood-
work in the house Joseph Longworth had built for his daughter,
MARIA LONGWORTH NICHOLS, before her marriage to GEORGE WARD
NICHOLS in 1868.2 The same skill is evident in the impressive
carved mantelpiece (FIG. 5.14) that adorned the Frys’ own house,
called Sunflower Cottage. The Frys used a traditional rectangular
form for their mantelpiece, rather than the hooded Modern Gothic
shape Talbert favored. On one side of the fireplace opening they
carved a calla lily and on the other a sunflower. To aesthetes the
lily connoted not only purity but “precious loveliness,” and the
sunflower, one of the symbols of the Aesthetic movement, con-
veyed “leonine beauty.”® The dramatic, carefully detailed sun-
flower blossoms in the square blocks above the full-length flowers
are linked by a ribbon banner interlaced with vine and foliage. In
a tradition stretching back to Red House (1859, see ILL. 10.I),
the home of Morris (whom Henry Fry often cited as a favorite
author), the banner bears a motto: “I will give beauty for ashes and
the oil of joy for mourning.” A repeat pattern of foliated palmettes
incised and abstracted in the Modern Gothic manner connects the
pair of heraldic shields on the backboard above the mantelpiece
shelf.

In 1872, about the same time the Frys began offering their pri-
vate classes, their rival in wood carving, Benn Pitman, along with
his wife, JANE BRAGG, and their daughter, AGNES PITMAN, showed
examples of their carved furniture, doors, and baseboards at the
Third Annual Cincinnati Industrial Exhibition.® Pitman and his
daughter began teaching in 1873 in the wood-carving department
he helped establish that year in the School of Design. Like Henry
Fry, Benn Pitman was born in England and had trained as an ar-
chitect. He, too, had an allegiance to the Gothic, “a style of deco-
ration peculiarly restful [that] forms an admirable contrast to the
life and vigor of natural decoration; it never tires, and is always
suggestive of the wonderful religious structures of medieval Eu-
rope.”% He owned a copy of Gothic Ornaments (1831) by Augustus-
Charles Pugin (1762-1832), father of Augustus Welby Northmore
Pugin, and he sometimes turned to it for design motifs. In addi-
tion, Pitman named Ruskin, William Beckford (1760~1844), and
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) as major influences on his
thinking. The philosophy of design he derived from this wide
range of sources centered on fidelity to natural animal and plant
forms and a belief in the Gothic as the only proper style.

An extraordinary carved bedstead (see FiGs. 1.4, I.5) that Pit-
man, his second wife, ADELAIDE NOURSE, and her sister ELIZABETH
NOURSE created and displayed at the 1883 Cincinnati Industrial Ex-
hibition is the culmination of his philosophy. In basic form the bed
appears to follow art-furniture precepts of straight line and paneled
surfaces, as well as the fashion for Gothic arches, shortened col-
umns and chamfered edges, and rows of spindles. Yet no Modern
Gothic bed, even in the most imaginative work of Burges, ever
equaled the towering fantasy, awesome grandeur, and intricate ico-
nography of this tour de force. Nor did the flat surfaces of English
art furniture ever sprout such verdant splendor and writhing fe-
cundity of leaf and flower.

Through the Frys and the Pitmans, Cincinnati design and dec-

orative arts were known in other cities even before the Philadelphia
Centennial Exposition of 1876. It was at the Centennial, however,
that these efforts first reached a wide audience. The city’s extensive
participation in the fair was no doubt encouraged by Alfred T.
Goshorn (1833—-1902), citizen of Cincinnati and instigator of the
first Cincinnati Industrial Exhibition, who was director general of
the Centennial Exposition.® Local women organized the Women’s
Centennial Committee of Cincinnati in 1874 “to secure a creditable
representation of women’s work” and “to bear the expense of its
transportation and exposition.” Goshorn suggested that women
pay for the Women’s Pavilion at the fair. Although some members
objected to the “injustice of putting women on a different footing
from other exhibitors,” the committee agreed to contribute
$5,000, and a section of the Women’s Pavilion was reserved for an
exhibition from Cincinnati.®’

According to an 1876 catalogue list from the School of Design,
some sixty-five women students exhibited more than two hundred
pieces of furniture and decorative objects at the Centennial. Eight
women who studied with the Frys also showed furniture, archi-
tectural elements, and art objects.® Despite this broad representa-
tion, only two pieces of Cincinnati carved furniture that were
shown at the Centennial are known today: a chest of drawers (now
in the Cincinnati Art Museum) by Agnes Pitman and a standing -
desk (1LL. §.7) that was originally made as a hanging cabinet by
M. LOUISE MCLAUGHLIN, one of the Frys’ students.® In “Women as
Wood-Carvers,” a glowing review the American Architect published
in March 1877, McLaughlin’s cabinet was described as “in the style
of B. J. Talbert.” Recognizing the importance of the display, the
American Architect reviewer lauded the Cincinnati movement and

FIG. §.14 Mantelpiece. Henry Lindley Fry and William Henry Fry, Cin-
cinnati, 1875. Walnut, h. 8 in. (147.3 cm), w. 60 in. (152.4 cm), d. 10 in.
(25.4 cm). Collection of Mr. and Mrs. W. Roger Fry
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FIG. 5.15 Fruit plate. Emma Bepler, Cincinnati, ca. 1886 —
94. Cherry, diam. 12 in. (30.6 cm). Collection of Mrs.
Carl Bieser

urged American artisans and decorators to follow its example. He
did, however, comment on the Cincinnati carvers’ tendency to
“cover all plain surfaces with niggling ornament,” and he encour-
aged them to work instead on “things which were beautiful in
themselves.””

Just after the Centennial, in 1877—78, the Pitmans and the Frys
collaborated on the most ambitious wood-carving project to come
out of Cincinnati, the decoration of the grand organ in the Cincin-
nati Music Hall. Well over one hundred women carved the deco-
rative designs, which were all based on natural forms. Pitman and
his students completed the greater portion of the screen, including
ten of the fifteen symbolic panels dedicated to individual compos-
ers; the Frys and their students carved the remaining five panels,
as well as the towers and the ornament between them. The results
inspired generations of American wood carvers.”

Throughout the 1880s and into the 18g90s the wood-carving
movement in Cincinnati remained strong. During these years
Benn Pitman contributed numerous articles to the Art Amateur.
The Art Amateur had reviewed Cincinnati wood carving in 1879,
its first year of publication, and other periodicals, such as the Art
Interchange and the Decorator and Furnisher, also helped popularize
the movement.” In 1883 the Pitmans opened the workrooms in
their home to private instruction, and their students assisted them
in the monumental task of carving the interior elements for their
new house, begun that year (see 1LL. 1.3).” Pitman published illus-
trations of that work in 1895 in A Plea for American Decorative Art,
a pamphlet reiterating his theory of design. Acceptable decoration,
he wrote, is “the correct and appropriate representation of the facts
and forms of nature, combined with the intelligent employment
of the decorative forms bequeathed to us by the art workers of the
past. . . . The all-pervading lesson of nature seems to be, that the
useful should be made beautiful. Adornment—decoration—is
the expression of the beautiful as applied to the useful.” He de-
clared that careful digestion of nature and history might help artists
to assert their nationality and “produce a true American decorative
art.”” Thus did Pitman express his debt to mid-Victorian thought,
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to the belief that nature was the great teacher and that after nature
the lessons of history should furnish inspiration.

The continuation of the Cincinnati tradition can be seen in a
fruit plate (r1G. 5.15) carved in cherry by EMMA BEPLER, who stud-
ied first under Pitman and later under William Fry at the Art Acad-
emy of Cincinnati. The motifs on the plate’s well are Near Eastern;
the shallowly carved leaves and flowers on its flange, like those on
the chest of drawers Agnes Pitman showed at the Philadelphia
Centennial, recall the sketches from nature that Pitman required
of his students. 7

Even wood carvers who had not studied under Pitman or the
Frys came to know their work through reproductions and exhibi-
tions, most notably in the Cincinnati Room of the Women’s Build-
ing at the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, the year
Pitman retired and handed his post at the Art Academy to William
Fry. Pitman lived until 1910. William Fry died in 1929, having
served as head of the wood-carving department and taught classes
at the Art Academy until 1926. By the turn of the century, how-
ever, the energy of the Cincinnati wood-carving movement was
spent. Rather than fulfilling the promise of its first decade, it re-
mained a regional phenomenon in which affluent amateurs carved
furniture for their own amusement. In a broad sense, the move-
ment failed to develop artistically, never moving beyond the ideas
and styles of its early years. Although it emphasized handwork, it
offered no regular paid employment for women, and it never be-
came a part of the Arts and Crafts and social-reform movements
of the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first years of
the twentieth. Nor was the widespread market that would have
ensured the movement’s economic survival ever sought. Its carvers
were also its consumers, and although in the late nineteenth cen-
tury Cincinnati carved furniture was nationally exhibited. and
known, most of the thousands of pieces produced remained in
Cincinnati. Nevertheless, as a regional expression of aesthetic
ideals in America, the Cincinnati movement remains unparalleled.

American Art Furniture qfter the Centennial

Modern Gothic furniture by Talbert or Eastlake, and American
interpretations of it by Pabst in Philadelphia or by Pitman and Fry
in Cincinnati, had relatively clear-cut characteristics and can usu-
ally be easily categorized. Not so with much of the other art fur-
niture of the Aesthetic era. The imprecise style terms used today
for furniture of the 1870s and 1880s—Queen Anne, Anglo-
Japanesque, and Moorish, also often called Persian or Near East-
ern—mirror the confused terminology of the period itself.

A large cabinet designed by Godwin that was made by William
Watt and illustrated in Arf Furniture in 1877 demonstrates the prob-
lems of period nomenclature. Although with its straight lines and
simple facade the cabinet closely resembles Godwin’s Anglo-
Japanesque cabinets and sideboards, the catalogue lists it as “a cab-
inet in the Queen Anne style.”” Only the broken pediment at the
top, reminiscent of the pediments on eighteenth-century English
woodwork and furniture, seems to justify the designation. With
leading designers themselves unclear about predominant style, the
confusion of period reviewers and critics is understandable.

Just as Modern Gothic furniture had paralleled High Victorian
architecture, Queen Anne furniture evinced the same eclecticism
and embodied many of the contradictions of the Queen Anne style
of British architecture. Like the Modern Gothic, the Queen Anne
possessed an inherent dualism. It was at once a historical revival
based loosely on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century styles and a
creative expression that assimilated romantic rationalist theory as
well as a broad variety of visual influences, including motifs bor-
rowed from Eastern art.

That designers of the 1870s and 1880s often mingled period
styles and exotic motifs exacerbates the difficulty of classifying art



FIG. §.17 Detail of table (F16. 5.16)

FIG. 5.16 Table. A. and H. Lejambre, Philadelphia, ca.
1880. Mahogany, inlaid copper and mother-of-pearl,
brass, h. 27in. (68.5 cm), w. 20 in. (50.8 cm), d. 20 in.
(50.8 cm). Stamped: 1EjAMBRE. The Saint Louis Art
Museum (13.1982)

furniture by one style name. The same table or chair may some-
times be called Queen Anne, sometimes Anglo-Japanesque, the
term usually used for English designs flavored with Japanese asym-
metry, delicate line, lightness of scale, a balance of solid with void,
and a play of plain surface against ornament—thin struts, fret-

" work, or patterns adapted from Japanese prints, screens, fans, or

porcclains. A fine example of the Anglo-Japanesque style of fur-
niture is a small occasional table (F1Gs. 5.16, §.17) of about 1880
that bears the mark of A. AND H. 1EjaMBRE, Philadelphia furniture
makers. Inlaid on the plain field of the table’s mahogany top arc a
small, restrained Japanesque beetle and butterfly. If the border of
double stringing recalls the border mania of the Aesthetic period,
the lack of other patterning indicates how much Japanism contrib-
uted to the demise of the era’s horror vacui. The fretwork, the
asymmetrical arrangement of the shelving, and the delicacy of the
turned legs, with their curving brass ferrules, all indicate a clear
debt to Godwin. Yet the spiral twists that support parts of the
shelving probably derived from seventeenth-century Jacobean fur-
niture, and the scalloped brackets at the legs create from the void
a Moorish arch. If one were to categorize first by form and then
by ornament, this table would be considered Anglo-Japanesque art
furniture with Moorish and Jacobean influences.

The contrasts and deliberate blending of styles so characteristic
of the Aesthetic period encouraged an imaginative use of materials
other than conventional furniture woods. At times art furniture
was created from materials thought to evoke foreign cultures:
wicker, cane, bamboo, and pseudobamboo. Perceived today as
porch furniture, chairs and settees in wicker and bamboo were in
the last third of the nineteenth century prominent in bedroom,
parlor, and living hall. Wicker furniture was not only portable,
befitting the freer room arrangements of the late 1870s and the
1880s, but with its airy weave and easily cleaned surface it was also
hygienic.” A rectilinear wicker settee (FI1G. §5.18) bearing the label
of the WAKEFIELD RATTAN COMPANY and the date April 1880 illus-
trates how often the style of an object was delineated by only one
ot two salient decorative elements. A whimsical pagoda-like crest-
ing is all that earns this sofa the label Anglo-Japanesque. In its
adaptation of material to function, as well as its straight lines and
basic simplicity, the design follows the reform precepts of the Aes-
thetic movement.

On an armchair (FIG. 5.19) he designed about 1886, Boston
manufacturer JAMES E. WALL used real bamboo for a structure with
the straight lines of art furniture. A similar chair was featured in
the December 1886 issue of the Decorator and Furnisher as an ex-
ample of Wall’s “extremely odd and pretty” furniture (1LL. 5.8).”
The arms terminate “honestly” in handholds naturally shaped by
the root of the plant. Rows of long, tightly spaced cane spindles
form the backrest, and shorter bamboo rounds shape part of an
asymmetrical cresting. Only the irregular quality of this cresting,
with its overhanging bamboo root and lacquer panel, proclaims
the chair to be not simply art furniture but Anglo-Japanesque art
furniture.

At first glance Moorish influence seems to predominate in a
mahogany side chair (FIG. §.20) from Olana, the Persian palace that
American artist Frederic E. Church (1826-1900) created for him-
self in the 1870s on a hilltop overlooking the Hudson River necar
the town of Hudson, New York (see 1LLs. 1.1, 1.2). On close ex-
amination, however, one can see in this chair all the traits of con-
ventional art furniture of the 1870s and 1880s: square back, straight
legs and seat-rail, and rows of spindles at the cresting and front
stretcher, as well as surface ornament of shallow carving. Scrolling
lines on carved panels could be interpreted as either Near Eastern
or Anglo-Japanesque. The shaping of the void hints at Moorish
forms, but here too, in the concept of sculptural solid and void,
the debt is to Japan rather than the Near East.

More clearly Moorish is a satinwood desk (FIG. 5.21) probably
made by Associated Artists in the 1880s for the home of Henry G.
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Marquand-in New York, as part of a library interior said to have
been designed by the architect Manly Cutter. Keyhole-shaped
arches and spindle screens in the base conjure up images of
mosques, while delicate inlays bring to mind the patterning of Per-
sian carpets and pottery. The Marquands’ eclectic tastes reflected
the mood of the times. Four bird’s-eye maple pieces from a bed-
room suite from their home represent styles ranging from the
Neoclassicism of the Renaissance to the Anglo-Japanism of God-
win. A cupid, a classical urn, and paterae adorn the masterfully
carved bedstead (r16. 5.22); the slender proportions and Japanesque
detailing of the chairs and the table (riG. 5.23) recall Godwin’s
designs.

A survival of the exotic Near Eastern tradition in art furniture
can be seen in a table and chair (F1GS. 5.24, §.25) produced in
1890—91 by Louis Comfort Tiffany and SAMUEL coLMAN for the
Henry Osborne Havemeyer house in New York. Again, forms are
based on straight lines and rows of elongated spindles, and shal-
lowly carved plants and flowers embellish the flat surfaces. These
pieces suggest that although Tiffany and Colman’s work may have
matured in the decade after their interior designs were illustrated
in Artistic Houses in 1883-84, their overriding artistic vision, a
product of the aestheticism of the 1870s, was little changed.

The various companies formed by Tiffany and his colleagues,
particularly the original Associated Artists that existed from 1879
to 1883, illustrated the importance of the aesthetic viewpcint in
American design during the last three decades of the nineteenth
century. No one decorating company, however, not even Tiffany’s,
can match Herter Brothers of New York in demonstrating the
wide range and high quality of the furniture made in the United
States during the Aesthetic era. Herter Brothers was founded in
the 1850s by GUSTAVE HERTER as a furniture-making company, but
by the 1870s, after Gustave’s half brother CHRISTIAN HERTER as-
sumed control, the firm had become much more than a cabinet-
making shop (see chap. 4).

One of the styles Herter Brothers offered its clients was Modern
Gothic. Although little Herter furniture of this type is known at
present, the firm’s designs in the “Eastlake style”—“tile-covered
‘beds, tables severely plain, and book-cases at once mediacval and
not wholly antique”—were lauded in Scribner’s Monthly in the mid-
1870s as “not so severe as to be disagreeable, and . . . more inde-
pendent of real fashion.” Moreover, the critic (whose style suggests
Cook’s) continued; it was honest furniture, “really beautiful,” for
it still showed “the ‘chisel marks’ of those old laborious fellows,
who were satisfied to make two sideboards a year; and, with care,
it will outlast even their work.” It would seem that Herter Modern
Gothic met all the criteria for furniture of the age: it was nor only
beautiful and useful, it was sincere, and it was not a slavish copy
but rather a free interpretation of an antique style. Showing adap-
tation to American ideas and wants, it was “at once truthful, ra-
tional and artistic.””

In 1877 a writer in the American Architect commented that the
use of Japanese motifs in the furniture and ceiling decorations of
Herter marked “an era in household work of the highest class.””
Although contemporary photographs and published comments in-
dicate that Herter Brothers worked in all the styles then in vogue,
the Anglo-Japanesque is the style for which the firm has become
justly famed. The slender proportions and attenuated stiles of a
Herter side chair (r1G. 5.26) of ebonized wood proclaim the influ-
ence of Godwin’s designs; the rectangular panels of pierced floral
carving and graceful leaf marquetry of lighter wood bespeak the
masterful skill of Herter Brothers’ European craftsmen. Part of a
bedroom suite once owned by the Carter family of Philadelphia,
the chair is one of many pieces of ebonized and inlaid art furniture
either stamped with the name Herter Brothers or authoritatively
documented as having been made by the firm.

Herter Brothers repeated many furniture forms with only
minor variations. A less Godwinesque but still demonstrably
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Anglo-Japanesque chair (1LL. 5.9) with a fretwork back now in the
Cleveland Museum of Art is identical in basic shape to chairs pur-
chased, for example, by the Goodwins of Hartford, Connecticut,
and by William H. Vanderbilt of New York.® Only the decorative
detailing and the marquetry panels differ from chair to chair. The
inlays on some of the chairs are tight, allover flower-and-leaf pat-
terns much like those used on contemporary English textiles and
wallpapers. Others are as spare as the patterns on Japanese porce-
lains and textiles.

One object stands supreme among all the fine furniture created
in the Herter Brothers workrooms: a wardrobe (FiG. §.27) dating
to between 1880 and 1885 that was once owned by the actress Lil-
lian Russell, the toast of Broadway in the 1880s. Like the house
that Christian Herter designed for William H. Vanderbilt in New
York in 1879—82, the wardrobe is a box saved from monotony by
a balanced play of decorated against plain surfaces. But whereas
the carving on the facade of the Vanderbilt house was contained in
static panels, the ornament on the wardrobe is alive. Oriental-style
branches appear to grow from the corners of the cornice, and flow-
ers and leaves seem actually to flutter down the doors.

The apparent simplicity of the wardrobe provides a vivid foil
to an equally striking but totally different Anglo-Japanesque cabi-
net (FIG. 5.28), perhaps a sherry cabinet, made by Herter Brothers
about 1880.8" With its carved dog’s-head finials, pierced and gilded
foliate and floral panels, op-art checkerboards and framing lines,
and dazzling central panel intricately inlaid with an urn surrounded
by cranes, butterflies, and plants, this cabinet is the Herter “vocab-
ulary” piece. Both the quality of the workmanship and the concept
of the design make it a masterpiece of art furniture.

A screen with oriental-style fretwork (FIG. 5.29), also from
about 1880, has a pierced and carved floral panel similar to the one
on the cabinet. On the ebonized cherry cabinet Herter Brothers
used a combination of inlays and gilded decoration. The screen,
however, is entirely gilded, as were numerous pieces of furniture
made for wealthier clients. This screen has a history of having been
owned in California, and it may have been purchased for the home
of either Milton Slocum Latham (onetime governor of California)
in Menlo Park or financier Mark Hopkins in San Francisco. Details
typical of Herter Brothers work abound on this magnificent object:
carved paw feet, an overlapping scale pattern on the stiles, and a
finely carved classical swag between two sculpturally carved bird
finials at the cresting. One side of the screen displays a dramatic
Anglo-Japanesque flowering branch and golden pheasant, the other
a more traditional floral motif. Here is yet another example of a
piece of furniture that might be called cither Anglo-Japanesque or
Queen Anne.

By the time of the Centennial the Queen Anne style was the
latest rage from England. As an article in the American Architect
noted in January 1877, the Gothic revival in America was com-
menced “under the inspiration of Viollet-le-Duc and the contem-
porancous works of the English architects. It has found its
imitators among the furniture-manufacturers, who only give us
part of the shell and none of the kernel of the nut. This has proved
so disgusting to people of taste and judgment, that a very few of
the conscientious manufacturers like Herter of New York . . . have
taken up the Qucen Anne style, freely treated, and worked on
constructive principles.”®? Although the Queen Anne in England
continued many of the philosophical precepts of the Modern
Gothic, particularly the search for an appropriate national style
creatively drawn from the past, it is clear from contemporary writ-
ings that in the 1870s Queen Anne was viewed in both England
and America as a repudiation of and replacement for Modern
Gothic.

It is not surprising then that Herter Brothers, whose designers
were apparently completely aware of the changing currents of En-
glish taste, seem to have begun abandoning the Modern Gothic
late in 1876 or early in 1877, at exactly the same time the more



avant-garde American architects were eschewing High Victorian
Gothic and embracing the free classicism of Queen Anne. The
concurrent movement in architecture, however, had other.impli-
cations; it led from an adaptation of the manorial houses of Richard
Norman Shaw to the picturesque cottages of the 1880s, with their
open plans and Colonial-revival details. There is as yet no evidence
that Herter Brothers produced any furniture in the late 1870s and
the 1880s with an American Colonial character. Rather, the Herter
productions that contemporary reviewers considered Queen Anne
were undoubtedly furniture designs freely rendered from the styles

of England, and to some degree France, of the eighteenth and carly
nineteenth centuries.

Elegant chairs that evoke the English Regency (r16. 5.30), a del-
icate cabinet vaguely reminiscent of the Neoclassical designs of
British architect-designer Robert Adam (1728-1792) and of Louis
XVI furniture from France (FIG. $.31), an étagére cabinet embel-
lished with gilded and painted floral motifs, carved elephants’
heads, and embossed composition panels of Prunus blossoms (e1G.
5.32)—any or all of these might have been called Queen Anne in
America in the late 1870s and early 1880s.

FIG. 5.18 Settee. Wakefield Rattan Company, Wakefield, Mass., 1880. Qak, maple, rattan, caning,
h. 48 in. (121.9 cm), w. 72 in. (182.9 cm), d. 23 in. (58.4 cm). Marked: Apr 1880, labeled: [maker’s mark].

Collection of Mary Jean McLaughlin
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FIG. §.19 Armchair. James E. Wall, Boston, ca. 1886.
Bamboo, lacquer panel, h. 45% in. (115.3 cm), w. 22 in.
(55.9 cm), d. 25 in. (63.5 cm). Museum of Art, Rhode
Island School of Design, Providence, Anonymous Gift
(82.111.1)

The Colonial Revival:
Collecting, Copying, Creating

The artistic powers of furniture had been debated endlessly during
the 1870s and 1880s. Finding artful chairs and honest tables could
be difficult, however, for the “expectant householder.” To solve
the dilemma, Clarence Cook suggested that if one could nort find
desirable, affordable art furniture, one could meet the canons of

current taste by searching for furniture with an acceptable patina

of age. “In the suburbs of Boston,” he told his readers in 1876, “the
best places in which to look for Jacobean sideboards and cupboards
that came over in the ‘Mayflower’ arc found to be the hen-
yards. . . . Several handsome oak cupboards that now adorn pretty
Boston dining-rooms had to be feathered and singed before they
could be made presentable.” Being “given over in fee-simple to the
fowl,” far from damaging these sturdy relics of America’s past,
had given them “a good healthy color, and their angles are enough
rubbed down to take away the disagreeable newness which
troubles us in things just out of the shop.”® '

Cook approved wholcheartedly of the burgeoning demand for
the furniture of “by-gone times in America,” a mania, as it was
called by the scoffers, that was “one of the best signs of returning
good taste in a community that has long been the victim to the
whims and impositions of foreign fashions.” Owning a chest with
a Mayflower pedigree or a Federal card table inlaid with an Amer-
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1LL. 5.8 “Bamboo Chair, Made by James E. Wall, Boston.”
Decorator and Furnisher (Dec. 1886). Art, Prints and Photo-
graphs Division, The New York Public Library, Astor,
Lenox, Tilden Foundations

ican seal expressed normal pride in an admirable past. If one was
not so fortunate as to have had a grandfather who had owned such
treasures, Cook, ever practical, recommended that one “scour our
own back country” or visit the dealers. “Things we come upon in
our own country are soon at home in our houses, because they
were used by our own ancestors or our own people. They were to
the manor born. They neither look affected, nor strange, nor pre-
tentious, but native and natural.”#

Americans’ newfound passion for antiques grew also from the
nineteenth-century notion that through careful study of the past
one could find the true and enduring principles of art: tables,
chairs, and candlesticks might serve as visual touchstones even as
the works of great writers served as literary ones. Writers on
household art provided further justification of the old-is-better
concept. When Ella Rodman Church (b. 1831), author of How to
Furnish a Home (1881), opened the deep, narrow side drawers of a
“richly hued old mahogany” sideboard she sensed an aroma, not
of the henyard, but of “foreign wines and sweetmeats.”® As so
often in the 1870s and 1880s, romance and nostalgia joined a sense
of history. Antiques were valued not simply for their educational
uses and eternal truths but also because they conjured up romantic
pictures of a better age, when life was simple, straightforward,
even Arcadian.®

Moreover, as Cook put it, “the furniture which was in use in
this country in the time of our grandfathers . . . was almost always
well designed and perfectly fitted for the uses it was to be put to.”®
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As Eastlake had lauded art furniture for its “fitness of purpose,”
Cook was now declaring that old furniture was better because it
was better designed, better made, and better suited to its purpose.
Church carried Cook’s reasoning even further, finding the side-
board of fifty or a hundred years ago “more attractive in its plain-
ness, and perhaps positive ugliness, because of its better fitness to
the use for which it was intended.”® The syllogism was trans-
formed: “Beautiful plus Useful equals Art” had become “Useful
equals Beautiful.” And whereas usefulness was a clearly demon-
strable quality, beauty was another matter. Beautiful, plain, or pos-
itively ugly—in whose eyes? Even the leading arbiters of taste
seldom agreed.

The tastemakers, and the consumers who heeded their advice,
did agree that just about anything from the American past,
whether it was actually from the Colonial period or not, was a
desirable possession. The so-called Colonial revival encompassed
not only early American clothing, eighteenth-century recipes, and
mementos of the founding fathers, but also piano stools and china
from the early nineteenth century. These things were special
simply because they had been used by “our own ancestors.” Little

Lefi: FG. 5.20 Side chair.(one of a set of eight). American, late 19th cen-
tury. From Olana, the Frederic E. Church house, Hudson, N.Y. Mahog-
any, h. 31% in. (79.7 cm), w. 20% in. (52.1 cm), d. 19%21n. (49.5 cm).
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation,
Bureau of Historic Sites, Olana State Historic Site, Taconic State Park

Region (OL.1979.27.1)

Below: r16. 5.21 Desk. Attributed to Associated Artists, New York,

1880s. From the Henry G. Marquand house, New York. Satinwood, in-
laid metals, leather, h. 25% in. (75.2 cm), w. 36 in. (91.4 cm), d. 24% in.
(61.9 cm). Collection of Margaret B. Caldwell and Carlo M. Florentino




matter that only a small percent of antique American objects had
actually been “to the manor born”; in a period of changing social
structure antiques in one’s home had the power to connote both
status and class. Likewise, the Colonial revival lent cachet to any
design thought to reflect Revolutionary-era taste. An authentic
eighteenth-century American Chippendale armchair (F16. 5.33)
was no doubt given a place of pride in the Verplanck home about
1880, when the seat was reupholstered with needlework in a Mor-
risian pattern. CHARLES ALLERTON COOLIDGE used a Windsor chair
as inspiration for the oak armchair (FIG. $.34) he designed for Mr.
and Mrs. John J. Glessner of Chicago in 1887. For those who found
rifling through attics or henhouses for antiques distasteful, such
creative adaptations of vernacular “Colonial” furniture were an at-
tractive alternative. .

The Colonial revival started even before the Centennial, and an
interest in American antiques was by no means new in the mid-
1870s.* In a period of only half a dozen or so years, however, the
market for antiques apparently changed radically. Just as the 1870s
saw the rise of the professional architect and the professional dec-
orator, these years were also the beginnings of the antique trade.
In August 1874 the “Culture and Progress” column in Scribner’s
Monthly described Sypher’s, a store established in 1867, as “the
only real bric-a-brac magazine we have in New York.” Two years
later Sypher and Company was listing itself as a dealer in “antique
furniture.”® Sypher’s trade card from the period (1LL. 5.10) adver-
tised their wide range of offerings with an engraving of an Amer-
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ican scene. A man and woman in Colonial dress flank a fireplace
with a lining of Delft tiles and a carved Federal mantelpiece featur-
ing a classical urn, swags, and fluted pilasters. The andirons are
also classical, the mantel garniture is either Chinese export porce-
lain or Delft, and the hearth rug is oriental. A corner chair, a card
table, and an armchair arc all in the Chippendale style; a graceful
candlestand and a girandole looking glass surmounted by an eagle
represent the Federal period. Small wonder that such “Broad-
way bazaars,” as Ella Rodman Church called them, were not for
everyone.”

Over and over again in books and magazines of the 1870s writ-
ers equated owning American antiques with having “taste.” Pos-
session of the antique suggested not only learning and background
but a special talent, a refined eye that set one apart. Money was
important—one could, after all, hire advice. But only the man or
woman with taste possessed an instinct for the treasure hidden
amid trash, and so joined those select, or better yet elect, few who
were destined to walk with the apostles of the new aestheticism.

In America during the Aesthetic era one of the leading apostles of
taste was the Bostonian Charles Wyllys Elliott. Descendant of
prominent New England families, student of antiquities, pro-
ponent of honest furniture, Elliott passionately hailed the design
millennium he foresaw: “The revolt from the vulgar, the meretri-
cious, and the commonplace, which have long affected us, will
resolve itself . . . when, in every house, the Beautiful married to

FIG. $.22 Bedstead (from a suite). New York, ca.
1878-84. From the Henry G. Marquand house,
New York. Bird’s-eye maple, h. 51%in. (130.8
cm), W. 49 % in. (125.1 cm), 1. 80 in. (203.2 c¢m).
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Friends of
the American Wing Fund, 1986 (1986.47. 1)



Right: F1G. 5.24 Table. Louis Comfort Tiffany
with Samuel Colman, New York, 1890-91, for
the Henry Osborne Havemeyer house, New
York. Ash, h. 27 in. (68.6 cm), w. 24 in. (61.6
cm), d. 28 in. (71.1 cm). Shelburne Museum,
Inc., Vt.

Below: FiG. §.23 Table and chairs (from a bed-
room suite). New York, ca. 1878—-84. From the
Henry G. Marquand house, New York. Bird’s-
eye maple; table: h. 30% in. (76.8 cm), diam. 28
in. (71.1 cm), each chair: h. 34%in. (88.3 cm),
w. 16% in. (42.6 cm), d. 16% in. (42.6 cm). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Friends of the
American Wing Fund, 1986 (1986.47.2—4)
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Left: 6. 5.25 Chair. Louis Comfort Tiffany with Samuel
Colman, New York, 18g0-91, for the Henry Osborne Have-
meyer house, New York. Ash, satinwood, mahogany,

h. 33%2in. (85.1 em), w. 25 in. (63.5 cm), d. 20% in.

(52.1 cm). Shelburne Museum, Inc., Vt.

Below left: F1G. 5.26 Side chair. Herter Brothers, New York,
ca. 1880. Ebornized cherry, incised and gilded carving, inlaid
woods, h. 37%in. (94.9 cm), w. 17% in. (43.3 cm), d. 16% in.
(41.9 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs. William
T. Carter (’28.121.1¢)

Below right: L. 5.9 Side chair. Herter Brothers, New York,
ca. 1880. Ebonized cherry, incised and gilded carving, inlaid
woods, h. 33% in. (84.5 cm), w. 16 in. (40.7 cm), d. 18% in.
(46 cm). The Cleveland Museum of Art, Norman O. Stone
and Ella A. Stone Memorial Fund (82.5)




Above: ¥1G. 5.30 Armchairs. Attributed to Herter
Brothers, New York, ca. 1880. Gilded maple,
inlaid woods and brass; each: h. 34% in. (87.6
cm), w. 22 in. (§5.9 cm), d. 19% in. (48.9 cm).
Collection of John Nally

Right: piG. 5.31 Cabinet. Herter Brothers, New
York, ca. 1880. Gilded maple, h. 66 in. (168.2
cm), w. 60%2in. (152.4 cm), d. 15 in. (38.1 cm).
Marked: HERTER BRO’s. United States Trust
Company of New York
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Opposite: FIG. 5.27 Wardrobe. Herter Brothers,
New York, 1880-85. Ebonized cherry, inlaid
woods, h. 78/2in. (199.4 cm), w. 49%21n. (125.7
cm), d. 26 in. (66 cm). The Metropolitan Mu-
seumn of Art, Gift of Kenneth O. Smith, 1969
(69.140)

Right: 6. 5.28 Cabinet. Herter Brothers, New
York, ca. 1880. Ebonized cherry, inlaid and
gilded woods, h. 60 in. (152.4 cm), w. 33 in.
(83.8 cm), d. 16% in. (41.3 cm). High Museum
of Art, Atlanta, Virginia Carroll Crawford
Collection (1981.1000.51)
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FIG. §.33 Armchair with needlework seat. New York,
1750-70, for the Verplanck family, needlework, ca.
1880. Mahogany, wool, h. 39'2in. (100.3 cm), w. 30
in. {76.2 cm), d. 23% in. (59.7 cm). The Metropolitan
Muscum of Art, Bequest of Barbara Bradley Manice,
1984 (1984.2.87)

the Useful shall make life truer, finer, happier.”* Elliott’s words
were rooted in four decades of theory, in a long-standing tradition
of thought traceable through the works of Henry Cole, Richard
Redgrave, and other early Victorian design reformers whose ideas
Owen Jones summarized in a list of thirty-seven “propositions”
published as the introduction to his Grammar of Ornament in 1856.
Jones’s theories blended the structural and ethical themes of the
Gothic revival. His first proposition stated that “the Decorative
Arts arise from, and should be properly attendant upon, Architec-
ture.” His fifth declared,“Construction should be decorated. Dec-
oration should never be purposely constructed. That which is
beautiful is true; that which is true must be beautiful.”?

In the 1880s, while he was editor of the Furniture Gazette in
London, Christopher Dresser applied Jones’s philosophy to correct
principles in furniture: “Construction is the first thing to be con-
sidered, for, however costly may be the materials employed, and
however lavish the ornamentation, a piece of furniture whica is ill-
constructed can neither be useful nor beautiful.” A plain piece of
furniture, when it is “thoroughly adapted to its purpose, and has
all its parts in due proportion, . . . is an object upon which the
cultivated eye rests with great satisfaction, and a very slight
amount of ornamentation will render it an object of beauty. When
the decoration is carried farther it becomes an object of art.”* Thus
did Dresser, the great theorist of ornament who was also a mas-
terful designer of pure unadorned forms, pay continuing obeisance
to the earlier Victorian concept wherein structure conveyed utility
and ornament art.

The Gothic revival and the British reform theorists also helped
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FIG. §.34 Armchair. Designed by Charles Allerton
Coolidge, manufacture attributed to A. H. Davenport and
Company, Boston, 1887, for the John J. Glessner house,
Chicago. Oak, h. 39% in. (99.7 cm), w. 26 in. (66 cm),

d. 21 in. (53.3 cm). The Glessner House, Chicago Archi-
tecture Foundation, Gift of Mrs. Charles F. Batchelder

shape the thinking of a young architect from the Midwest who was
to become the leading figure of the Arts and Crafts movement in
the United States. In An Autobiography (1932) Frank Lloyd Wright
(1867-1959) recalled finding a reprint of Jones’s Grammar of Orna-
ment in the library of All Souls College, Oxford University, in
1887: “I read the ‘propositions’ and the first five were dead right.”*

Wright and other leaders of the Arts and Crafts movement, pre-
occupied with ideas of utility, honesty, and craftsmanship, were at
the opposite pole from their contemporaries who were less con-
cerned with structure than with decorative detailing and visual
content, or style. In the late nineteenth century two visually and
ideologically antithetical phenomena coexisted. Art Nouveau, the
new mannerism of the 1890s that nevertheless owed a debt to the
whiplash line of Japanism, purported to represent a break with
the then-current tendency toward historicism. It was, however, a
style, and not, as were the Gothic revival and the Arts and Crafts,
an embodiment of a philosophical movement. Proponents of the
Art Nouveau viewpoint might have concurred with that most ar-
ticulate and often self-contradictory aesthete, Oscar Wilde (1854—
1900), spokesman for art for art’s sake. Wilde once declared, with
his customary impunity, that “in matters of grave importance,
style, not sincerity, is the vital thing.”®

Finding the moralism of the Arts and Crafts movement some-
what unpalatable, designers of the 1970s and 1980s have seized
more upon the visual and have embraced “style.” As in Clarence
Cook’s day, descriptions of furniture still convey something not
only of the technology but also of the underlying interests and
assumptions of the age. If furniture today is seldom called “beau-



tiful,” it is virtually never described as “honest.” One would, after
all, be hard put to find truthful construction in an inflatable chair,
or sincerity in a cardboard chest of drawers. Furniture of the 1980s
is sometimes characterized as “amusing,” “eccentric,” “brash,”
“witty,” or even “outrageous,” suggesting reactions from pleasur-
able humor to shock. It may be “charming,” “childlike,” or

“whimsical,” otfcrlng the escaplsm ofnostalgla or fantasy Today’s
furniture might be “glamorous,” “rare,” “costly,” or “opulent,”
signifying money and power. Or it might be “novel” or “daring,”
suggesting an obsession with the new, with change, speed, and
essential obsolescence. Furniture called “energetic,” “high tech,”
or “innovative” may glorify a society’s technological progress,
even as other pieces that are “incongruous,” “irreverent,” or “pop”
may question that society’s values and parody its culture. How far
we seem from the world of a century ago and the Victorians’ search
for a single enduring truth rooted in the past. Yet is the gap so
great as it seems? In a 1985 essay called “Total Style” the writer
speaks of “two recent phenomena: the resurgence of architect-
designed objects for domestic use, and the increasing number of
visual artists who have ‘crossed over’ into the design field, turning
their attention to functional objects.”” Recent phenomena, or
echoes of the past?

In the 1930s England’s time-honored architect Edwin Lutyens
(1869-1944) perceived the long, continuing thread of the theme of
the beautiful and the useful, which flowered first, appropriately, in
the great glass conservatory that was the Crystal Palace:

The 1851 exhibition awakened the idea of utility as the
basis of art. All that was necessary for daily life could and
ought to be made beautiful. This utilitarian principle be-
gan to be put into practice when William Burges, E. W.
Godwin, A. H. Mackmurdo, Bodley and others regarded
nothing in or outside the home as too small to descrve
their careful consideration. So we find Burges designing
water taps and hair brushes, Godwin and Mackmurdo
furniture, Bodley, like Pugin, fabrics and wallpapers.*

Having perused newspapers and periodicals of a hundred years
ago, I cannot help but feel a jolt of recognition, a sense of déja vu,
when I read on the front page of the New York Times “Home”
section for March 6, 1986, “It’s not art over here and you over
there; the idea is to make your life connected with art, from what
you sit on, to what you wear, to the places you go and the things
you do.” The speaker is identified as the owner of Art et Industrie,
a downtown gallery that specializes in art furnitare.® Still with us,
it would seem, is the great schism of the nineteenth century: art
and industry. So too is “art furniture,” although it could today
mean anything from the finely crafted woodworking of artisans
like Wendell Castle to the more intellectual designs of architects
like Ettore Sottsass, with his madcap Memphis. In the work of
both schools, curiously enough, the tencts of the Aesthetic move-
ment endure. Art furniture, it would seem, remains an answer. It
is the questions that have changed.
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L. 5.10 Trade card. Sypher and Company, New York, ca. 1872-75. Lithograph, 3%s X sin. (8.7 X 12.7 cm).

Collection of Marilynn Johnson
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Left: F1G. 5.29 Screen. Herter Brothers, New
York, ca. 1880. Gilded and painted wood, em-
broidered silk, embossed leather(?), h. 53 in.
(134.6 cm), w. 20% in. (75.6 cm). Collection of
Margot Johnson

Opposite: FIG. 5.32 Cabinet. Herter Brothers,
New York, ca. 1880. Rosewood, inlaid woods,
painted and gilded panels, embossed composi-
tion material, h. 80 in. (203.2 cm), w. 64 in.
(163.2 cm), d. 17% in. (45.1 cm). Collection of
John Nally and Marco Polo Stufano
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A New Renaissance:

Stained Glass in the Aesthetic Period

Alice Cooney Fre]inghuysen

The great aesthetic wave, which has carried taste
and beauty into the adornment
of the modern home, has borne colored glass upon its crest.

IHAT COMMENT, made by an unknown journalist in the Boston
Herald during the Aesthetic period,’ acknowledged the far-reach-
ing American interest in stained glass, which in the 1870s-was
widely available from abroad for the first time and was also coming
out of numerous urban workshops across the country.? In the New
. York area alone, approximately two thousand people were em-
ployed by 1884 in the design and manufacture of stained-glass win-
dows,* an enterprise “driving the ugly plate-glass window out of
existence,” as one critic put it.*

The medieval art form, revived in England in the 1860s, created
a thriving industry that would flourish for at least six decades. With
techniques. from the Middle Ages reevaluated and refined, win-
dows acquired a totally new appearance. These new examples of a
very old art, greeted in the United States with unprecedented en-
thusiasm, inspired native-born artists to create novel kinds of glass
and to experiment with increasingly innovative methods of pro-
duction. The efforts of JOHN LA FARGE and LOUIS COMFORT TIFFANY,
America’s most illustrious artists in glass, gained them and their
work worldwide renown.

Stained Glass in Ecclesiastical Use

Before the Gothic revival in architecture brought with it a resur-
gent interest in stained glass, the art of working it had been ne-
glected in Europe for two centuriés. In England, the Gothic de-
signs of Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1812—-1852), together
with the windows he produced in collaboration with various artist-
glaziers—John Hardman (1811-1867) of Birmingham, for one—
laid the foundation for a new tradition of English stained glass that
craftsmen across the Atlantic would follow in the early years of its
tenure in America.

Prior to the resumption of the old methods, craftsmen had ap-
proached the medium in much the same way that an artist does a
canvas: they painted on its surface in opaque enamels that de-
stroyed its transparency. Instead of working with stiff lines of lead
to contain the varicolored components of the image they were
building, they executed their designs on a single large pane,
thereby negating the essential quality that accounts for the glory
of the medieval achievement. John Ruskin (1819—1900) and others
of like mind who advocated the return to the twelfth- and thir-
teenth-century art form cited the translucence and pure color of
pot-metal glass (that colored in its molten state by means of me-
tallic oxides) as one of their principal reasons. They also preached
the use of lead to separate the colors, since its strong linear ele-

ments served so well to emphasize the design. With painting on
stained glass confined to outlines and shadows, the aesthetic was
altered from the one then in use—based on imitations of famous
religious works by the great masters—into a “flatter, more legiti-
mate style of painting.”

A period of prosperity in both England and America led to the
building of new churches, usually in the favored Gothic-revival
style of the era. These called for stained-glass windows, thousands
of which, made primarily in England in the 1860s and 1870s, were
being installed in churches all over the Western world. America
experienced a similar phenomenon during the late nineteenth cen-
tury: more than four thousand churches of different denominations
were under construction by 1888.¢ The majority would boast win-
dows of colored and stained glass, although only in the previous
decade had such ecclesiastical decoration become almost a require-
ment. While some local craftsmen were weorking in stained glass
during the third quarter of the nineteenth century,” Americans gen-
erally preferred imported windows, the greatest number of them
produced in England by firms such as Clayton and Bell or Heaton,
Butler and Bayne.

The Gothic style of English windows, preferred by Episcopa-
lian and other Anglo-Protestant denominations in the early years
of the Aesthetic movement in America and surviving in many ex- -
amples, can still bé seen in New York. In several windows in Grace
Church, on Broadway at East Tenth Street, for instance, the style,
characterized by vibrant reds and blues, by biblical figures clad in
rich folds of drapery, and by compositions displaying the architec-
tural motifs of the Middle Ages, is clearly illustrated. Also surviv-
ing from the same period are a smaller number of Continental
windows, painted in the tradition of the Italian Renaissance and
generally created for Roman Catholic churches,® though in 1878
the vestry of Trinity Church in Boston commissioned three from
the Paris studio of Eugéne Stanislas Oudinot (1827-1889).

The Gothic revival fired the imagination of WILLIAM MORRIS,
who was responsible for a bounteous production of stained-glass
windows, some of which his English firm made for American
clients.® Morris designed few of them himself, preferring instead
to supervise the realization of concepts by other designers—chiefly
Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1898) and Ford Madox Brown (1821—
1893)—and to apply the medieval techniques of stained-glass pro-
duction to a new figural style on a floral background that was an
extension of Pre-Raphaelitism. The resulting windows, exported
to the United States, established an unprecedented fashion in
stained-glass decoration. The earliest known MORRIS AND COM-
PANY example in America is a memorial window designed by Mor-
ris, Burne-Jones, and Brown!® and installed in 1874 in Trimity
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Church, Saugerties-on-Hudson, New York.'! Instead of the typi-
cal Gothic-revival, architectural arrangement—narrow vertical
lancets terminating in a trefoil arch—the Saugerties window is a
large vertical rectangle surrounded by fourteen smaller rectangles.
All fifteen spaces are similarly decorated with a central figure set
against a delicate background of vines and clusters of grapes not
unlike the patterns of some of Morris’s fabrics and wallpapers. The
shift from the old, formal mode to decorative, Pre-Raphaelite im-
agery is demonstrated in the languid, classical elegance of the sub-
jects. Further, the designers have rejected the former combinations
of jewel-like blues, reds, and greens in favor of subtle, subdued
color harmonies.

The same characteristics were adhered to by another British
stained-glass artist and decorator of note, the Scotsman DANIEL
COTTIER, harbinger of aestheticism in America and a profound in-
fluence on American decoration. Cottier’s interest in the fine and
decorative arts had been kindled in London in the 1850s through
lectures he heard by Ruskin, Brown, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti
(1828-1882),'2 and his early career had been strongly affected by
Morris and his circle. Among the many other designers and artists
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Left: 1. 6.1 The Five Wise Virgins (window).
Daniel Cottier, London and New York, 1878—
79. Leaded and stained glass. Trinity Church,
Boston

Opposite: FIG. 6.1 Window. Daniel Cottier, Lon-
don and New York, ca. 1873-85. Leaded and
stained glass, 39% X 15%2in. (101 X 39.4 cm).
Collection of Virginia Guard Brooks

closely associated with the Aesthetic movement with whom Cot-
tier later became acquainted were Albert Moore (1841-1893),
JAMES ABBOTT MCNEILL WHISTLER, . MOYR SMITH, and BRUCE J.
TALBERT. " _

After a seven-year stint as a glass stainer in Glasgow, Cottier
returned to London in 1869, the year that marked the beginning of
his mature aesthetic style, which was to prevail at least through
the mid-1880s. His windows (¢1G. 6.1),™ like those of Morris, rep-
resent a departure from the domination of the Gothic revival—
rigid figural compositions replaced with large, clearly articulated
subjects, usually female, wearing loose Hellenistic gowns. Also
noteworthy is the change in his quarries (the small, geometric
panes surrounding the central subject): borders of diamond-shaped
glass, often filled with stenciled Gothic devices such as quatrefoils,
fleurs-de-lis, or ivy leaves, are supplanted by rectangular or square
shapes pale yellow in color and patterned in new motifs of delicate,
conventionalized leaves and flowers that include the sunflower or
the lily.

Cottier’s London activities extended well beyond the area of
stained glass. In 1870, at a time when painters, architects, and dec-






orative artists were collaborating on unified interiors in which
most of the decorative media were intermingled, Talbert, architect
John McKean Brydon (1840-1901), designer William Wallace
(1801-1866), and Cottier formed the partnership “Cottier & Co.,
Art Furniture Makers, Glass and Tile Painters.” 5 Encouraged by
the firm’s immediate success, Cottier ¢ame to the United States to
seek new markets, and in 1873 he opened a workshop in New York
under the name “Cottier & Co., Upholsterers, Fine Cabinet Mak-
ers, Glass Stainers, etc., Art Rooms, No. 144 Fifth Avenue.”' He
accepted commissions for decoration of all kinds, supplying his
services to a growing clientele of distinguished Americans.

With his English experience—his knowledge of contemporary
styles in stained glass in particular—Cottier was uniquely qualified
to serve as a link between the expanding artistic ideas of England
and those of an America just beginning its pursuit of aestheticism.
In 1878-79, for Trinity Church in Boston (the building that
brought architect H. H. RICHARDSON to national recognition), in
addition to acting as technical adviser on windows that John La
Farge was contributing,'” Cottier designed four of his own (ILL.
6.1) in the south transept.' (Other English stained-glass designers
working for Richardson were Henry Holiday [1839-1927], Mor-
ris, Burne—Jones, and the firm of Clayton and Bell.) Cottier win-
dows are also to be found in several New York Episcopal churches,

including the Church of the Incarnation, on Madison Avenue, and
Calvary Church, on Gramercy Park.

Through their interpretations of the Pre-Raphaelite and aes-
thetic styles, Morris and Cottier introduced into the churches of
late nineteenth-century America a new subject matter not explic-
itly religious. Local artists were quick to follow suit, adding to the
standard window repertoire of scenes from the Old Testament and
from the life of Christ a whole assortment of historical and picto-
rial subjects. These ranged from charming floral and figural vi-
gnettes to lush river and mountain scenes in textural landscapes
exploding with color.

CHARLES BOOTH, a stained-glass artist from Liverpool, came to
work in the United States by 1875, bringing with him the English
aesthetic design principles espoused by CHRISTOPHER DRESSER and
thereby adding a certain abstraction, a totally different dimension,
to the window form.' Dresser, in an entire chapter devoted to
stained glass in his influential Principles of Decorative Design (1873),
dealt thoroughly with the schematic possibilitics of windows,
though he himself is known to have designed only one. Discover-
ing that the flat areas of color bounded by dark lead lines coincided
with his artistic tenets, he decreed that a window “never appear as
a picture with parts treated in light and shade,”? that is, that it be
composed as a two-dimensional pattern. Even a design drawn

Left: 1LL. 6.2 Plate 1: “Original Designs by Charles Booth,

Glass Stainer.” Modern Surface Ornament (New York,
1877). Art, Prints and Photographs Division, The New
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, Tilden Foundations

Opposite: 1LL. 6.3 Plate 8: “Examples of Stained Glass
Etc.” Charles Booth. Art-Worker (Feb. 1878). Thomas J.
Watson Library, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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from nature was to be flattened and to show no trace of shad-
ing, foreshortening, or perspective, he proclaimed. Compositional
subjects “should be treated very simply, and drawn in bold outline
without shading, and the parts should be separated from each other
by varying their colors.”?' The “bold outline” he referred to was
that achieved by the leading.

Booth adhered remarkably closely to Dresser’s advice, his work
dominated by Dresser’s principles governing two-dimensionality
of design and simplification of ornamental forms. Shortly after
arriving in America, Booth issued a promotional pamphlet in
which he suggested how various types of stained-glass windows

could be suited to different types of buildings, his determination:

“torely . . . on decision and purity of outline”? echoing Dresser’s
teachings. Moreover, the schemes he delineated in two subsequent
publications, Modern Surface Ornament (1877) and the Art-Worker

(1878), both including concepts by other artists, follow Dresser’s
novel theories on conventionalized ornament (1rLs. 6.2, 6.3).%
Booth’s published designs, which consist solely of outline, are
abstract formal patterns of rigidly symmetrical flowers and leaves.
In some cases the original plant shape has been flattened, simpli-
fied, and formalized until it appears only as halves or quarters; it
has then been reassembled, emerging barely recognizable. Booth
also conventionalized individual parts of the plant—Ileaves, petals,
roots—to heighten the decorative effect. While several of his de-
signs are so complex that how they could be applied to glass is
difficult to imagine, others are clearly placed within a geometric
framework of lead lines. For motifs Booth drew on medieval or-
nament—flowering plants in a stylized vase or, in one example, a
griffin holding a shield bearing Booth’s own monogram—yet the
fans, butterflies, cranes, Prunus blossoms, and pine trees that ap-
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Left: L. 6.4 Window. Attributed to Charles Booth, New
York, ca. 1877. From the Jefferson Market Courthouse,
New York. Leaded and stained glass. The New York
Public Library, Jefferson Market Regional Library

Opposite: FiG. 6.2 Window. Attributed to Charles Booth,
New York, ca. 1878. Leaded and stained glass,

60%2 X 37V21in. (153.7 X 95.3 cm). Calvary Church,
New York
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pear throughout much of his published work show that he was
greatly inspired by Japanese art. He also used the sunflower motif
frequently. Several of the windows that still light the Jefferson
Market Courthouse, a building designed by Frederick Clarke
Withers (1828-1901) and built between 1874 and 1877 at West
Tenth Street and Sixth Avenue in New York,? can be attributed to
Booth on the basis of their close similarity to designs he published
(ILL. 6.4; see also ILL. 6.3, upper-right). Their decoration, made up
of stylized yet whimsical twists and turns of flowers, stems, and
leaves, matches the fanciful late nineteenth-century architectural
style of the nonecclesiastical structure that houses them.

Booth’s palette, though consistent with the prevailing aesthetic
style, is lighter and fresher, the earth tones of the Pre-Raphaelites
replaced by shades of aquamarine, amethyst, pink, and light yel-
low. These colors can be seen in the large program of windows
(FIG. 6.2) attributed to Booth and probably installed about 1878 at
Calvary Church in New York, which had been erected some three
decades earlier.? By effectively exploiting the transparent property
of the glass, the artist has caused thé Gothic-style church to be
filled with gentle, pellucid light. The highly decorative effect of
the leaded and stenciled outlines against the pale colors of the glass
creates the type of strong linear pattern advocated by Dresser. The
hues provide a striking contrast not only to the rich colors of
Gothic-revival windows but also to the more somber tones that
characterize those of Morris and Cottier.?

The extent of Booth’s influence during the decade he spent
in New York is not yet fully studied: except for his published de-
signs his only known creations are the windows in a handful of
buildings, both ecclesiastical and public, situated close to his 47
Lafayette Place studio—Grace Church, Calvary Church, and the
Jefferson Market Courthouse. Though few in number, Booth’s
stained-glass windows are splendid examples of the importance of
English prototypes and theories of design for Americans during
the Aesthetic period.

Stained Glass in Secular Use

One of the major achievements of the Aesthetic movement was to
release stained glass from its traditional religious milieu and bring
it into the lavish private residences and august public buildings
being built in the 1870s and 1880s. Stained glass could also be
found in modest houses (to incorporate an element of the church
into a household design was thought to endow the home with a
hallowed quality), and it was employed commercially as well, in
such unexpected places as newly built department stores or Pull-
man cars on the railroads then crisscrossing the continent.?

The use of stained glass in secular settings, generated in En-
gland, first appeared in America in the Gothic-revival houses of
the mid-nineteenth century, although often just as overdoor lights
or sidelights made of unadorned colored panes usually arranged in
simple geometric patterns. CHARLES LOCKE EASTLAKE, who.lauded
the pure hues of windows in old Gothic churches and considered
colored glass an appropriate element for household decoration,
was quoted in an 1879 article as finding it “ornament conducive to
instruction.” :

Americans too found stained glass eminently suitable for use in
the home. In 1885 Roger Riordan (d. 1904), then the leading
American authority on the medium, wrote, “Now, everybody is
familiar with [its] appearance. . . . It is to be seen in doors, win-
dows and skylights of private houses . . . and in every variety of
design.”? As an essential element of the aesthetic interior, stained
glass fulfilled a variety of needs, both practical and decorative. It
provided privacy and, by depicting an idealized scene, perhaps a
wooded landscape, it could change an unpleasant view into an en-
tirely fresh prospect. It was used to embellish virtually every in-
terior surface, especially the windows, since it was a2 means not
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only of controlling the level and quality of light but also the color
of the room. As a reporter for the Crockery and Glass Journal wrote
in 1882, “Many years ago . . . stained glass windows would have
suggested to the vulgar mind a dim religious light, but modern
fashion decides that light transmitted through color is pleasanter
and more artistic than the full glare of the white light of the day,
and so . . . handsome houses today all are more or less decorated
in it.”30

The growth of cities during the Aesthetic period and the con-
current increase in the number and size of urban dwellings created
new challenges for architects and designers. Many windows in
densely populated areas gave onto unsightly alleys or neighboring
buildings, eyesores that could be ameliorated through the use of
colored and patterned glass. In 1876 Donald G. Mitchell, chairman
of the judges of industrial and architectural designs at the Phila-
delphia Centennial Exposition, observed, “This style of glazing is
full of suggestion to those living in cities whose rear windows look
upon neglected ‘or dingy areas or courts, where the equipment of
a window with rich design would be a perpetual delight.”3! Booth,
in the promotional pamphlet he circulated that same year, pointed
out that his product not only afforded “a rich adornment for the
windows of halls, corridors, staircases, libraries, dining rooms,
bathrooms, &c.,” but also screened “the objectionable sights in the
back of the house.”??

Stained glass in awkward windows could serve as a substitute
for draperies. As the prolific writer on household art Mary Gay
Humphreys noted in an 1881 issue of the Arf Amateur, there were
often “odd windows, cut by the caprice of some owner or another
that are a source of annoyance to the present occupants. These can
often be transformed by colored glass decoration.”*

Tinted glass successfully modulated interior spaces and gave
warmth to otherwise barren areas, a particularly efficzcious means
of treating hall windows and those on stair landings, which, ac-
cording to Humphreys, “only need colored glass to throw a charm
over the entire interior, the depth of hall giving that vista which so
appropriately terminates in the play of light and color.”** In the
door or overdoor of a vestibule, for instance, colored glass lighted
and extended that confined space, suffusing the hall beyond with
soft illumination.

In the same way that certain styles and types of furniture
and decoration were considered appropriate to specific types of
Aesthetic-period rooms, so too were different kinds of windows.
Humphreys was among the arbiters of household taste who pro-
fessed a preference for stained glass in libraries, where “its subdued
light is particularly grateful to the student.”?* Further, historical
and literary subject matter, such as medieval costumes or heraldic
arms and devices, could supply a library or a study with “an anti-
quarian interest.”* Decoration in a room of images from the past
or likenesses of important personages was meant to inspire its
habitué. For instance, set into the library windows of a house in
Saratoga, New York, were roundels in which portraits of Dante,
Shakespeare, and Milton were painted. In 1878 the trustees of the
New York Society Library commissioned Cottier’s company to
provide a reading alcove with a stained-glass window. Its sub-
jects—the figures of Knowledge and Prudence, with a medallion
representing Homer, Virgil, Dante, or Petrarch in each of the four
corners—enhanced the literary atmosphere of the space.”® As for
dining rooms, they could be adorned with fruit and vegetable de-
signs such as the eggplant and squash motifs (F1G. 6.3) that Tiffany
selected in 1879 to use in his own dining-room window and in the
one he designed for the house of George Kemp on Fifth Avenue in
New York the following year.

Stained glass contributed to the all-consuming interest in or-
nament characteristic of a period when every surface was covered
with decoration. Even if a family could not afford costly painted
and leaded glass, their windows could demonstrate fashionable
aesthetic qualities through other, less expensive means: for ex-
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ILL. 6.5 Design for sandblasted glass decoration. Signed:
T.D. / 86. Matthews Catalogue of Decorative Glass and
Transparent Signs, as Executed by the Tilghman Sandblast and
Other Patented Processes (New York, 1886). The Corning
Museum of Glass, Corning, N.Y.

ample, sandblasting, a newly invented technique whereby glass
could be decorated by applying a stencil to its surface and then
subjecting it to the high-velocity projection of a fine stream of
sand. The result would be a series of matte, or frosted, forms
against a clear background. The effect could be reversed by mask-
ing not the surface but the pattern, which would then stand out
flat and unshaded against a frosted background. The process was
particularly popular for vestibule doors and trade signs. Innumer-
able patterns, many aesthetic in character, could be ordered
through the catalogues in which they were advertised; in 1886 that
of a New York firm offered several designs (iLL. 6.5) inspired by
Japanese art in both composition and subject matter, the latter
dominated by cranes, flowers, and bamboo.% A

Other, still cheaper alternatives to stained glass were less satis-
factory, since they could not withstand the rigors of use. These
were mainly transfer designs,® reflecting current styles, which
were widely marketed, or the less common paper cutouts, notably
those created by Frederic E. Church (1826-1900) for Olana, his
extraordinary, somewhat eccentric house built between 1870 and
1876 and overlooking the Hudson River. Decorative patterns and
borders of paper transfers and cutouts could be adjusted to fit panes
of any size, making stained-glass designs available to great num-
bers of American houses. Although the ready-made patterns al-
lowed for little creativity, their installation was considered “a pleas-
ing occupation for ladies and gentlemen.”#

The increased popularity of the various uses of stained glass
during the 1880s and 1890s was a logical outgrowth of the Aes-
thetic movement and its emphasis on the integration of all the arts
in a single setting. As early as the 1870s components of glass were
used to embellish objects in a variety of media—for example, the
reverse-painted panels of abstracted, conventionalized, and sym-
metrical leaf-and-flower forms (recalling Dresser’s patterns) exe-
cuted on a Philadelphia cabinet (see F16s. 5.3, 5.4) designed by
ERANK FURNESS. According to the American Architect and Building
News, Furness had invented the unusual, tilelike sort of decorated
glass* in order to provide furniture with bright and colorful pat-
terns of stylized floral ornament. Furness’s glass panels also ap-
peared on the exteriors of several buildings he designed about
1876, including the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Phil-
adelphia and the Brazilian Pavilion at the Centennial Exposition.*
The panels’ glistening effect was obtained by placing a layer of gold
foil behind the glass and its painted decoration, thus imbuing both
with a lustrous glow. The color green so trcated was described in
1876 as “a good imitation of the green on a beetle’s wing”; * blues,
yellows, and reds could be made to gleam in the same manner.

Bookcases traditionally fitted only with clear pancs could be
considerably enlivened by geometric patterns of colored glass.*
Fire screens exhibiting yet another novel use of the medium pre-
served “the glow and beauty of the fire in its passage through the
many-colored barrier.”% Although few survive, glass fire screens
were made by every prominent stained-glass artist of the day, in-
cluding La Farge and Tiffany. In a particularly imaginative burst of
creativity, Tiffany once added leaded panels patterned with Japa-
nesque flowers to the cherry case, carved in low relief with similar
oriental-style flowers, of a tall clock (F1G. 6.4).

American Opa]escent Glass

As the decoration of churches and houses with English and En-
glish-style stained-glass windows was gaining favor in the United
States, La Farge and Tiffany were working on a thoroughly inno-
vative idea. The adaptation of opalescent glass to windows, as-
cribed to La Farge, was one of the greatest contributions to the
stained-glass repertoire since the Middle Ages, for with it the flat,
color-filled windows relying on outline for delineation could be
replaced by new ones possessing startlingly different properties,
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qualities, and textures. A whole opalescent-glass world opened to
artists, offering an unprecedented opportunity for creative expres-
sion in light, color, form, and dimension.

La Farge’s interest in the arts can be traced to 1856, when on a
trip to France he encountered members of the artistic society then
flourishing in Paris. Shortly after he came back to the United
States, La Farge altered his course; originally intending to practice
law, he now decided to pursue a career in art. On a second trip he
made to Europe, in 1873, his visits to French churches and his
admiration of medieval architecture led to his growing awareness
of stained glass as an artistic medium,*’ but only on his return to
America did he become seriously interested in decorative work.
The pivotal point in that stage of his development occurred in
1876, when Richardson invited him to participate in the decoration
of Trinity Church in Boston.*® La Farge’s duties included extensive
painted decoration and, perhaps more important, designs for win-
dows, a number of which were to be in grisaille (in the vocabulary
of stained glass, the term refers to an allover geometric pattern).
These were to be made of light, neutral-colored glass, which La
Farge thought would harmonize with the painted decoration of the
walls. Unfortunately, the vestry and the wardens of the church
chose instead to install English figural windows by London firms,
including Clayton and Bell, and by Cottier’s New York com-
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pany.* However disappointed La Farge may have been, his careful
work still served a useful purpose. It marked the beginning of what
would be lifelong crusades: to destroy forever the traditional prej-
udice that kept a serious painter from participating in any decora-
tive medium and to unite all the decorative media into an inte-
grated whole.

La Farge’s earliest work in stained glass displays an English sen-
sibility that is no doubt the result of his acquaintance with Burne-
Jones and Rossetti. Though his first stained-glass designs were
never actually executed, one of his earliest surviving windows,
made about 1877 for the main hall of the Newport, Rhode Island,
house of William Watts Sherman (1842-1912) and composed of
three vertical panels surmounted by three transoms (F16. 6.5), sug-
gests an English derivation.®® The glass was imported from En-
gland, and La Farge’s limited color range—dominated by green,
brown, and ycllow—is evocative of that in the Pre-Raphaelite win-
dows supervised by Morris. Nevertheless, the concern for mate-
rials manifested in La Farge’s realization of the window was
uniquely his own. It was to be one of his enduring characteristics.
Unlike his English colleagues, who merely ordered their glass
from suppliers, La Farge carefully examined the manufacturers’
available stock, often choosing sheets that were streaked or of
slightly imperfect texture, for glass that was flawed could be to



Opposite: FIG. 6.3 Eggplants (window screen).
Louis Comfort Tiffany, 1879, for his apartment,
New York. Leaded glass, 28%4 X 38% in.

(71.8 X 98.4 cm). Private collection

Right: m16. 6.4 Clock. Attributed to Associated
Artists, leaded-glass panels attributed to Louis
Comfort Tiffany, New York, ca. 1879—-83.
Cherry, leaded glass, h. 97 in. (246.4 cm),

w. 20% in. (53 cm), d. 20% in. (53 cm). The
Rothschild Collection, Ltd.




him a vehicle for achieving a desired effect. In addition, though he
utilized the full range of English glass techniques of painting, acid
treatment, and staining, and created a decorative floral pattern
reminiscent of Morris’s wallpapers, the stiffness associated with
English glass painting—the result of laborious tracing from an art-
ist’s cartoon—is totally absent.

The W. Watts Sherman window, likened to “Japanese metal
‘open-work’” by an early La Farge biographer,* is further distin-
guished from contemporary English stained glass by La Farge’s
departure from figural subject matter. His flat, decorative, and
asymmetrical composition of morning glories, peonies, and other
flowers, arranged on a bamboo lattice, relates closely to his deeply
mngrained enthusiasm for Japanese prints,> which he had begun to
acquire as early as 1856.% His interest in adapting oriental designs
for use in stained-glass windows is first recorded in November
1875, when he requested the English wood engraver William J.
Linton to borrow for him an illustrated Japanese book in the col-
lection of the American geologist-explorer Raphael Pumpelly
(1837-1923), who had spent three years in Japan.> (Pumpelly and
La Farge had become acquainted in New York some years earlier.)
On three casement windows that survive from 1876, La Farge
employed a transfer process to apply facsimiles of woodcuts from
the Manga of Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849), the first volume of
which he had acquired two decades before, probably while in
Paris.* In addition to prints, he went on to amass a large and im-
portant collection of Japanese objects: sword guards, silks, pottery
and porcelains, lacquerwork, and paintings.5” His interest in the art
of Japan was to be expressed in his work throughout his career.

The W. Watts Sherman window points to a new direction that
the artist was soon to follow: in its white blossoms he utilized
opalescent glass.>® He had been experimenting with the glass, pre-
viously in use only for small utilitarian jars and vessels, for some
time. In commissioning suppliers to manufacture quantities of it
to his order, he had changed and modified his specifications until
he obtained the effects he sought. What resulted was a glowing
white glass in which striations of all colors of the spectrum could
be seen against transmitted light. In La Farge’s own words, the
glass possessed “that mysterious quality . . . of showing a golden
yellow, associated with [the color] violet, a pink flush brought out
on a ground of green.”> (The same quality is present in a fire opal.)
Opalescent glass, dubbed “American” by both critics and the gen-
eral public and soon in widespread production, revolutionized the
appearance of stained glass.

Unhappy with the flat texture and the limited color range of
commercial pot-metal glass and seeking a vehicle with which to
define form without the aid of paint, La Farge also began to test
the effects of variegated and multiple layers of glass, or plating, in
order to gain an increased sense of depth and a wider choice of
hues.® The preoccupation with textures and surfaces that can be
said to characterize objects in the Aesthetic era took on another

dimension when both he and Tiffany began to express those qual- .

ities in glass. La Farge not only used a varying number of lavers in
different colors for his plating but also embedded in the surface a
mélange of cast and cut jewels of glass. To simulate three-dimen-
sionality in, say, a flower or a drapery, he used an outer layer that
had been endowed with unusual textures during its manufacture,
a method explained by a contemporary critic: “The hot glass,
while at a red heat, is rolled with corrugated rollers, punched and
pressed by various roughened tools, or is squeezed and pressed up
into corrugations by lateral pressure, or is stamped by dies.”*!
The employing of new materials in diverse combinations inten-~
sified the luminescence of stained-glass windows and expanded
their color possibilities to include refinements of shading, tone,
and density never before imagined. Another advancement in win-
dow design was the use of several dimensions of leading, which
could be shaped into irregular contours “so as to imitate the touch
of the brush on the different widths of lines.”¢? In the same way
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that novel kinds of glass provided stained-glass artists with excit-
ing creative possibilities, the iconography of traditional figural
compositions—medieval and classical themes—was replaced by a
fresh vocabulary consisting primarily of flowers and birds inspired
by the exotic art of the Orient.

It had long been La Farge’s contention that only through intro-
ducing previously untried and dramatic methods of production
into the stained-glass medium would it cease to be considered sec-
ondary in importance to painting. To prove his point, in 1878 he
began to design a series of windows, for some of the American
Acsthetic period’s most sumptuous houses, that represent a com-
pletely innovative approach in stained-glass artistry. The windows,
numbering at least five and made for Henry G. Marquand (1819-
1902) in Newport (FI1G. 6.6), Frederick L. Ames (1835-1893) in
Boston (his two now at the Saint Louis Art Museum and the Na-
tional Museum of American Art, Washington, D.C.), Cornelius
Vanderbilt II (1843-1899) in New York (known only through ear-
ly illustrations), and Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836-1912) in
London (now at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston), all contain
white, pink, and red peony blossoms fashioned from thick,
molded, opalescent glass and shown on an ornate background of
brightly hued foliage. Smaller glass pieces, said to resemble “myr-
iad points of flashing blue jewels . . . and garlands of topazes and
amethysts,”% enrich the windows. The total effect is a pyrotechnic
display of color, vitality, and texture.

La Farge’s peony windows evolved largely from commissions
that called for the collaboration of several artists and designers. La
Farge joined the painters R. Swain Gifford and SAMUEL COLMAN in
devising the decorative details of the Marquand house. Peonies
Blown in the Wind, for one of the bedrooms, may have been what
was described in Artistic Houses (1883—84) as “a gloriously effulgent
window of stained glass, which is the admiration of all viewers.” ¢
That window and the others relating to it demonstrate La Farge’s
freedom in combining different styles: in the Ames and Vanderbilt
windows, an architectural border based on Renaissance designs
frames a central scheme of oriental inspiration. The treatment of
the Ames windows was described by a contemporary critic as “Jap-
anesque . . . carried far beyond mere suggestions.”® The critic
went on to speak of the technique employed in the molded opales-
cent glass blossoms, “which leaves them in intaglio, and the trans-
lucence gives them a perspective which seems the result of
brushwork, although no paint is used in the windows.”® His re-
marks may be applied to the peony windows in all four houses.

At the same time that La Farge was developing a style and tech-
nique divorced from the influence of English stained-glass meth-
ods, he was.also doing away with the working procedures followed
in both England and the United States. He once observed that the
glassmaking method employed by English artists of the Aesthetic
period was “all that was known.”¢” He was referring to the practice
that required an artist to prepare only a window’s design. Instead
of executing it, alone or with the aid of shop assistants, the artist
sent the design to a commercial studio for completion. With the
artist-designer thus separated from the finished work, the concom-
itant loss of some of his original intent was inevitable. La Farge
had “noticed . . . of the English artists in stained glass that [their
work] had ceased improving, and it seemed . . . that the cause of

“this was mainly because the designer had become separated from

the men who made the actual windows.”® Regarding the frustra-
tion and discontent that Burne-Jones had constantly experienced
over the production of his windows, La Farge commented, “When
he sent in his elaborated final and pretty drawing to the glass mak-
ers . . . their part began, and they gradually stamped their com-
mercial British mark on his final work.”® La Farge wisely avoided
that pitfall by personally taking his designs to the stained-glass
studio and watching over every detail until they were finished to
his satisfaction.

Louis Comfort Tiffany was La Farge’s chief rival for supremacy



in the stained-glass medium. Tiffany, who began his artistic career
studying landscape painting with George Inness (1825-1894), was
the son of Charles L. Tiffany (1812-1902), founder of the silver
and jewelry company that still caters to the New York carriage
trade. EDWARD C. MOORE, chief designer at TIFFANY AND COMPANY
from 1868 until 1891, and Samuel Colman, who worked with both
L. C. Tiffany and La Farge and who had a deep commitment to
the decorative arts, exerted considerable influence over Tiffany and
may have encouraged him to develop his obvious talents rather
than enter the family business. Tiffany began to travel abroad at an
early age and continued to do so throughout his career, visiting the
major artistic centers of Europe and venturing into the legendary
regions of North Africa. Of great importance to his ensuing work
were the twelfth- and thirteenth-century stained-glass windows at
Chartres Cathedral and the early Christian mosaics in Ravenna;
through the architecture of North Africa and Spain he developed
a fascination with African, Islamic, and Moorish motifs that was
to find expression in many of his subsequent decorative con-
cepts. Through Colman and Moore he learned about the Far East
and its arts, which were also to have a profound effect on his
ocuvre.

The careers of La Farge and Tiffany had much in common. Like
La Farge, Tiffany started out as a painter and worked outside the
traditional medium of oil on canvas, concentrating instead on wa-
tercolor, whose “luminous qualities” he later translated into
glass.” He made his first attempts in stained glass at about the same
time as La Farge did, and he too was an early champion of the use
of opalescent glass, though he exploited its properties to greater
commercial success than did La Farge and with perhaps a more
lasting impression on the public consciousness. He also concurred
with La Farge’s belief that an artist should be responsible for his
windows from inception to completion, an undertaking that in-
cluded everything from supervising the making of the glass to di-
recting the glazier in its cutting and arrangement.” Irregularities
in glass and adaptability in the leading were as important to him
as they were to La Farge. A splendid exemplar of Tiffany’s artistic
philosophy is the Eggplants window screen (see FIG. 6.3) that he
made for his New York apartment. The disparate widths of the
leading simulate the thick stalks of the vine; the thin, uneven veins
of the leaves; and the straight, uniform outlines of the latticework
(this last the same device used by La Farge in the W. Watts Sherman
window), while the vegetables and leaves derive their three-dimen-
sionality and illusion of modeling from the variations in color and
tone in the glass. In describing the work in 1881, Roger Riordan
wrote that “when the sunlight streams in through such a window
the effect is as if the real object, rendered transparent in all its tis-
sues by some unwonted intensity, filled the space.”??

La Farge’s exploration of the decorative possibilities of glass was
largely restricted to windows, but Tiffany’s dazzling bravura im-
pelled him to a fuller and more daring penetration into the medi-
um’s potential, leading to the creation of a bewildering range of
objects from exquisite vases and lamps to mosaics and lambent
windows drenched in color. Tiffany’s large-scale participation
in the realm of decoration began in 1879, when with Colman,
LOCKWOOD DE FOREST, and CANDACE WHEELER he founded a part-
nership that was known as AssOCIATED ARTISTS. The firm con-
cerned itself with every aspect of the interior decoration of a house:
the treatment of ceilings, walls, and floors; the design of the fur-
niture, lighting, and windows; the advice to a client as to which
art objects would be appropriate for him to collect. Each of the
partners had an artistic specialty: Colman’s was color and pattern;
de Forest’s, decoration and wood carvings; Wheeler’s, textiles; and
Tiffany’s, of course, glass. One of the firm’s earliest commissions
was for George Kemp’s New York house, where Tiffany’s stained-
glass windows created a special effect by modulating and varying
the quality and hue of the transmitted light. Of a bay window of
colored and opalescent glass in the drawing room, it was said that

the shimmering expanse was “reflected not only on the ceiling but
in the deep stillness of the mirror on the opposite side of the
room.””

The most important interior space that rctains to this day the
decorations devised in 1879—80 by Associated Artists is the Vet~
erans’ Room of the Seventh Regiment Armory on Park Avenuc in
New York (see ILLS. 4.13, 4.14). Here Tiffany freely borrowed Cel-
tic, Moorish, and Japanese motifs, combining them in a richly pat-
terned scheme that is at once unified, masculine, and exotic. The
use of glass, though kept to a minimum, has been skillfully ma-
nipulated either to blend with or to highlight the other ornamental
and architectural elements. In one instance, the nonpictorial win-
dows Tiffany made for the room reveal an abstraction found in
stained glass virtually for the first time. The patterns, their muted
colors of opalescent white, amber, and olive green yiclding a soft,
warm light, are purely geometric arrangements that echo the wood
latticework, this inspired by Islamic screens, elsewhere in the
room. In another instance Tiffany covered the fireplace facing with
glittering glass tiles in peacock blue, complementing the claborate
woodwork that surrounds it.

Tiffany’s work in interior design, which encompassed every
possible use of glass, was primarily concentrated in the four-year
existence of Associated Artists, a period during which he added to
his fascination with the possibilities of glass and his dedication to
the integrity of interiors the designing of books, wallpaper, and.
furniture. He then abandoned these aspects of his career to see to
the formation of a series of art-glass studios, though he later dec-
orated two houses, the first of which offered him unlimited free-
dom in the expression of his talents. In the New York residence of
Mr. and Mrs. Henry Osborne Havemeyer, devoted patrons of his,
Tiffany met his greatest challenge. A description of what he ac-
complished there best exemplifies his sublime virtuosity.

The Havemeyer house, built between 1890 and 1891, when the
influence of the Aesthetic movement was on the wane, was Tif-
fany’s last interior-decorating commission. Working with the as-
sistance of Colman, through whom he had made the Havemeyers’
acquaintance and who was by that time a close friend,” Tiffany
revealed in every facet of the design his delight in ornament. In all
the elements of the interior—lighting fixtures, walls, floors, win-
dows, draperies, and furniture—he was able to render a vivid il-
lustration of his inspired imagination. He gave full rein to his
masterly sense of color and his love of luxury, and he indulged to
the fullest his keen sensitivity to the expressive potential and tex-
tural qualities of glass. The finished scheme, heavily influenced by
Eastern art, was a summation of many aesthetic principles and
proclaimed the philosophical ideal-—the integration of all thc
arts—in this case by the hand of a smgle man.

The main entrance hall (ILL. 6.6), in its blending of pattern,
texture, color, and light, epitomized Tiffany’s sophisticated taste
and provided a fitting introduction to the artistic splendors in the
rooms and passageways that lay beyond. It was entered through
an extraordinary pair of doors (iLL. 6.7) faced with gray-and-
white marbleized glass and framed by intricately coiled leading
studded with large, translucent, beach-worn stones. The hall,
though sparsely furnished, was wondrous, for Tiffany used col-
ored glass wherever he could: in windows, mosaics, lighting fix-
tures, or, as was said, “in any place that he could provide a rationale
for its sparkle,”” every surface pressed into service to achieve “an
air of gleaming opulence.””

In a manifestation of the resurgence of interest in mosaic during
the Aesthetic period,” the floor was paved with more than a mil-
lion Hispano-Moresque tiles;” each wall was completely covered
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