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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

In Pursuit of Beauty



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
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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.
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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

40 In Pursuit of Beauty

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 tra