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The Making of Home











Home Thoughts:
An Introduction


In 1900, a young girl in a strange land was asked by a resident why she wasn’t content to remain in their ‘beautiful country’, but instead longed to return to ‘the dry, grey’ place she came from. She was astonished. She wanted to return there, she said simply, because ‘There is no place like home.’ The girl was, of course, Dorothy in Oz, and only someone like the Scarecrow, famed for his lack of brains, would ask something so self-evident. To Dorothy’s creator, L. Frank Baum, writing at the end of the nineteenth century, it was a commonplace that home did not have to be beautiful, or luxurious, to be the place one wanted to be.


Two centuries earlier, in 1719, another novel, now known simply as Robinson Crusoe, was first published. The full title of Daniel Defoe’s book was not merely the name of his main character; instead it enticed readers with promises of adventure, exotic locales, violent death and more: The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of York, Mariner: Who lived Eight and Twenty Years, all alone in an un-inhabited Island on the Coast of America, near the Mouth of the Great River of Oroonoque; Having been cast on Shore by Shipwreck, wherein all the Men perished but himself. With An Account how he was at last as strangely deliver’d by Pyrates. The book was a staggering success, going through thirty-seven printings in its first eight months. Over the following century it was translated, adapted for the stage and rewritten for children; there were sequels; there was even a



puppet show. Altogether, there were over seven hundred retellings of this story, in almost every form of entertainment.


Defoe’s novel is more than simply a rollicking tale of shipwrecks and pirates, however. It has a deserved place in the literary pantheon, not merely for the quality of its writing, but also as the first true novel in English, and among the first in any European language. It should have another place, too, among historians, for it is the first book to treat the details of ordinary domestic life as though they were as gripping as a disaster at sea or the discovery of a fabled new land. Even in the title, Crusoe is presented as not just a mariner. He is Robinson Crusoe of York – a man with a home, a place where he belongs. Once he is shipwrecked, long passages in the novel dwell on the arrangements he makes to provide himself with the necessities of daily life: clothes, a razor, cutlery, even writing materials. On the island, Crusoe’s cave receives similar attention; its cooking, eating, sleeping and storage areas are described, as is his next ‘house’, which is a move upmarket for him – this one is large enough to contain the sleeping and living areas under one roof. Then, ‘to enjoy the Comforts I had in the World’, the castaway builds furniture, and as a good householder he puts up shelves to keep his possessions tidy: ‘everything in … their Places’. When, after two decades, another ship is wrecked on his island, he is thrilled to find, not weapons (he doesn’t bother to take the muskets he comes across), or marine equipment to help him sail away, but a kettle, a pot ‘to make chocolate’, a fire shovel and tongs, ‘which I wanted extremely’. (He also acquires that ultimate accessory for his fireside, a dog, which he finds starving on board.) This novel, ostensibly one of ‘Surprizing Adventures’, and of a man who for twenty-eight years has no home, is nevertheless awash with notions of domesticity. Time and again Crusoe uses the word ‘home’. It is how he refers to his ‘little tent’, and in the first chapter



alone the word is repeated a dozen times; over the course of the novel it appears more than sixty times, recurring like a steady heartbeat.


Home, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is ‘A dwelling place; a person’s house or abode; the fixed residence of a family or household; the seat of domestic life and interests’. But more than that, while a house is the physical structure, a home is ‘The place where one lives or was brought up, with reference to the feelings of belonging, comfort, etc., associated with it’. It is a state of being as well as the place where one lives or one’s place of origin. The word itself is ancient, most likely pre-dating modern European languages and originating in an Indo-European root, kei, meaning lying down, or a bed or couch, or something dear: even then, both a place and an attitude. The first known written use of the distinction between house and home in English appeared in a poem of 1275, which mentions separately a man’s ‘lond & his hus & his hom’ [land and his house and his home].


To speakers of English, or the Germanic and Scandinavian languages, or the Finno-Ugric group – the languages of northwestern Europe, from Hungary to Finland and Scandinavia, the German-speaking lands, and then descending to the Netherlands and across the Channel to the British Isles – to these peoples, the differences between home and house are obvious. They are two related but distinct things, and therefore they have two words. In the languages of what I will call these ‘home’ countries, home and house are respectively otthon and ház (Hungarian), koti and talo (Finnish), kodu and maja (Estonian), Heim and Haus (German), heem and huis (Dutch), hem and hus (Swedish), hjem and hus (Danish), heim and huset (Norwegian).* Speakers of Romance and Slavic languages,



living in ‘house’ countries, have by contrast just one word for both meanings. When an Italian goes home he sta andando a casa, goes to the house, while the Frenchman rentre à son foyer, returns to his hearth, or rentre chez lui, returns to his, with where he is returning to only gestured at by the word chez, which derives from the Latin casa. The French maison is also from Latin, mansio, staying or a stopping-place, and it follows the Latin in referring to both a building and those who occupy it: someone from une grande maison is from an important family. (English has this usage, but confines it to the very grandest of families – the House of Windsor, or of Atreus.) Slavic languages are similar in folding house and home together: Russians and Poles live in a dom, and return ‘housewards’, domoi and do domu, when they go home. In Russian, the nineteenth-century word for house, dvor, encompassed not merely the house and the people who lived in it, but any stables, workshops or other farm buildings, and even the measurement of human labour. Linguistically, the house was inseparable from those who lived in it, united by kinship and economic ties, and from the labour and land it took to maintain them.


The existence of what I will call home and house languages suggests something about the societies in which they developed. There are societies where the community space, the town, village or hamlet, is the canvas on which life is painted, and where an individual house is only a more private area within that primary space. Then there are societies where the house is the focal point, while the town, village or hamlet functions mainly as the route through which one passes in order to reach the essential privacies of the houses. The reason for such differences is frequently put down to climate, and it is certainly more pleasant to spend an autumn afternoon in a market square on the Mediterranean than it is in Oslo. But while the weather is an



element in the distinction between home and house countries, it is, as we shall see, only one element among many.


Ask a western European or North American child to draw a house, and the odds are good that the result will be a picture of a detached building with some or all of the following: a pitched roof, a chimney belching out a friendly plume of smoke, a front door at the centre or at the house’s gable end, from which a path runs through a garden that is surrounded by a fence. I did not grow up in a house that looked like this, yet as a child I drew plenty that fit this description. Most western European or North American children did not and do not grow up in houses that looked like this. Yet for at least a century and more this was, and for many still is, the platonic ideal of what home looks like to many – the archetype of ‘homeness’.


As adults, we have more elaborate notions of what that archetypal home looks like than the children’s drawings, but these notions are no less works of imagination. It is just that, for the most part, we are unaware of their equivalent disconnection from reality. We believe instinctively that ‘home’ is a concrete thing, unchanging through time in its essentials. Our ideas are, in part, based on books and images, which, even if we haven’t read or seen them ourselves, have been used by designers as the basis to create later domestic spaces, which we have seen; or they have formed the basis for re-creations in film and television, which in turn have been used by others, filtering through to popular consciousness at large. A primary component of this source material is what we consider to be the very epitome of homeness, Dutch seventeenth-century paintings. These works, by Vermeer and de Hooch, or Metsu, or Maes, or ter Borch or de Witte, show the typical bourgeois interiors of the Netherlands of the time, and say ‘home’ like no others. Emanuel de Witte’s Interior with a Woman at a Clavichord (1665; see plate section, no. 2) is, to modern



eyes, obviously and primarily designed to show off the beauty of a middle-class Dutch house. Contemporary reports from travellers to the Netherlands seem to back this up: the houses of even people of ‘indifferent quality’ – that is, what today would be called the ordinary middle classes – were, one English visitor wrote, filled with ‘Costly and Curious’ furniture, porcelain, paintings and other items to adorn and display. But today we fail to realize that, while the travellers for the most part reported faithfully on what they saw, faithful reportage was not the aim of the painters of the same date. There is little in de Witte’s painting that any seventeenth-century Dutch citizens would have thought of as typical of their own houses, or of any house they knew.


Modern scholars have analysed thousands of seventeenth-century inventories of personal possessions and household goods, and have examined the sale details of properties that changed hands in the period.* From this evidence it has been possible to build up a very detailed picture of what the Dutch middle and upper classes actually owned. And what these documents show is that these painted rooms, these rooms we know so well from art, never existed. It is easier to say what was realistic in the de Witte Interior, than what was not. A Dutch householder would have recognized the curtained bed in the reception room, the mirror and the map on the walls, as well as the dumpiness of the woman’s figure, which suggests she is wearing many layers of clothes as protection against the cold. And



that’s all. Almost everything else in the picture, and in the hundreds of other surviving pictures from the same period, were constructions of painters’ studios.


The beams on the ceiling are typical of Dutch domestic architecture, but they appear to run the wrong way – not parallel to the façade of the house, but placed decoratively, to frame the painting’s space for the viewer. The house’s floorplan – three rooms leading out of each other, rather than along a corridor, and with windows on both sides (visible on the right, inferred from the shadows on the left) – was an architectural implausibility in this country of terraced housing. These deviations from what would typically have been seen in Dutch cities may be attributed to the requirements of art, the desire for a harmonious composition.


But many other elements in the painting also bear no resemblance to Dutch housing of this time, without any obvious pictorial dictates. The black-and-white marble floors so familiar to us from these paintings were well known in the Netherlands, being found in many public spaces, including government buildings and courthouses. They were, however, vanishingly rare in private houses. Just nine of 5,000 houses sold between 1750 and 1811, almost all large, luxurious properties, had marble floors in their reception rooms. Even the rich generally had wooden floors. Where marble did, exceptionally, appear, it was almost always laid in the voorhuis, the public room on the ground floor, and it was customary to see small wooden platforms, called zoldertjes, under the chairs (one can be seen in Metsu’s Woman Reading a Letter; see plate section, no. 3). There are no zoldertjes in de Witte’s painting, nor are there any of the mats that were to be found laid in crisscross strips in many of the houses of the period. It was not that de Witte alone ignored these domestic commonplaces. Jan Steen sometimes included the mats; otherwise they were rarely painted.


Instead, as in de Witte’s painting, artists concentrated their painterly skills on Turkish carpets, even though the inventories of the time make almost no mention of them. Oriental rugs were rare and costly items, and, from Renaissance Italy on, had been used as display pieces, placed over tables rather than left to be scuffed underfoot. But it was another twenty years after de Witte casually placed a Turkish rug on the floor of this middling household before an inventory listed one, and then it was in the house of one of Amsterdam’s richest men. In Leiden, no householders on one of the city’s most prestigious canals owned carpets of any kind, floor or table, until thirty years after de Witte’s picture; the first floor carpet in Leiden is recorded nearly another decade after that. Carpets for tables were also relatively unusual: only a quarter of the better houses inventoried in The Hague included any; a few did in Delft; and about half the houses in Leiden. The lack of carpets in inventories, together with the evidence of Vermeer, who reproduced the same carpet in three of his works, strongly suggests that most of the carpets in these paintings were artists’ props.


As marble floors tended to be confined to public spaces, so too were the brass chandeliers that are among the most frequently depicted objects in Dutch genre paintings. This form of lighting was used in courts, in civic buildings and, especially, in churches, but not in private houses. The inventories list just five such chandeliers in Leiden throughout the entire seventeenth century, one in The Hague and none in Amsterdam. Nor did most households possess a clavichord, as painted by de Witte, nor the virginals or spinets that also regularly appear: the Delft inventories list just one from this time.


And even as the paintings suggest these scarce objects were routine, numerous other items that were common in Dutch houses, like the mats, are as regularly missing in art. The paintings rarely



depict candlesticks or lamps, and very few fireplaces or stoves, the standard forms of lighting and heating. There are also fewer display items and luxury goods in the paintings than the inventories reveal was the case in the houses of the day. Many householders owned porcelain, especially Chinese, and delftware, and patterned fabrics covered their tables as well as walls, and were also used to cover chairs, and for bed-hangings and (more rarely) for windows. Also missing are the multitudes of paintings that every traveller reported: ‘All in generall striving to adorne their houses, especially the outer or street roome, with costly peeces, Butchers and bakers not much inferiour in their shoppes … yea many tymes blacksmithes, Coblers, etts., will have some picture or other by their Forge and in their stalle …’ There were thousands of painters in the Netherlands between 1580 and 1800, who may between them have produced over 10 million paintings.* Given a population that numbered just under 2 million in 1700, and even allowing for a large export market, most walls must have been covered almost frame-to-frame to house this quantity of paintings. It may be that seventeenth-century Dutch dollshouses (see plate section, no. 4) are more realistic than paintings of the same date (although just three of these dollshouses have survived: how typical they were, therefore, is unknowable).


Also missing is a vast quantity of furniture. Visitors reported that cupboards were the pride and joy of prosperous Dutch housewives, both as repositories of wealth, measured in quantities of bedding, clothes and linen, and as display spaces for china and silver, which were placed on top (see plate section, no. 4). The inventories bear this out, with cupboards in all ranges of price and style being matched by great quantities of other furniture. De Witte’s room is by contrast



sparely furnished – a bed, a clavichord, three chairs and a small table. If the painting included the furnishings that the inventories suggest was the norm, we would see at least two tables, half-a-dozen chairs and several chests. The man’s working tools would also be in the room, as well as his wife’s spinning wheel, and basic household items such as pewter dishes and tankards, pots and pans.


The painters and their customers in the seventeenth century naturally knew that these images did not reflect reality. The assumption that they do is a misapprehension that arose only later, when the genre was rediscovered in the nineteenth century.* Some of the objects were probably included for aspirational reasons: the marble floors and brass chandeliers, being found in grand public spaces, made private houses appear richer than they were. Others, such as the many paintings or pieces of furniture, were likely to have been excluded to create a visually lucid composition. But most of the pictorial deviations from typical households were for an entirely different reason. Central to our misreading of these paintings is the fact that the symbolic references with which these pictures abound are no longer immediately apparent. Images of children feeding cats or dogs were not intended as depictions of charming household scenes, but as warnings against profligacy and waste; cats also represent ignorance, or, when painted together with girls or women, love or sensuality. Women making lace are undertaking a good housewifely task, but naaien, to sew, was (and is) also Dutch slang for sexual intercourse, which turns the lace into an emblematic web that ensnares unwary men. Vermeer’s The Concert (1658–60) shows a man between two women, one playing



the harpsichord, the other singing: to modern eyes a gracious social occasion. But the man holds a lute, a symbol of erotic love, as were most musical instruments. Pictures and maps on the walls routinely reinforce the meanings of scenes in front of them. Here Vermeer chose The Procuress, a then-famous work by Dirck van Baburen, a Utrecht artist of an older generation, which indicates that the relationship being played out in front of it is one that has a financial basis. In other pictures, biblical scenes on the walls of the rooms provide a moral counterpoint to the episodes in front of them: shipwrecks and other disasters are warnings; mirrors symbolize vanity; maps, worldly temptations. The characters in the rooms, too, can be symbolic: women sweeping represent the overthrow of Spanish rule, as the hated oppressor was seen to have been swept out by the Dutch Revolt of 1568–1648. Children sometimes embody the birth of the new republic, although more generally they represent the follies of mankind. Jan Steen’s rowdy tavern scenes, filled with drunks, lechers, loose women and broken crockery, were not intended only as faithful representations of tavern life, but also as symbols of the vanity of human existence. Still-lifes of tables loaded with expensive foodstuffs, porcelain, pewter and silver were, in part, pictorial reimaginings of the wealth that their owners either had or aspired to. But even when the representation was so faithful that the precise place of origin of the porcelain can be identified, or its factory pattern named, the essential message of the paintings was the same as in the Steen tavern scenes: food rots, porcelain breaks, but God’s truth is eternal.


Maids sweeping, as in the de Witte painting (at the very rear, in the back room), are as much a product of aspiration and imagination as the black-and-white marble floors. Less than 20 per cent of Dutch households employed maids, and it is unlikely that this middling house in the painting was one of them. While English travellers



marvelled at how ‘wonderful Nett and cleane … within doors, as in their streetes’ the Dutch were, this cleanliness was comparative. Dutch houses had no running water, and there were no public bathhouses: however clean the rooms may have been, the people who lived in them were less so. Some Dutch almanacs included reminders that if the annual bath were taken in springtime, the larvae in their readers’ hair would be killed off before they were due to hatch. And, just as plague beset England in 1665, the year of de Witte’s painting, in the previous twelve months it had killed one in every eight Amsterdammers.


With all this information, de Witte’s painting becomes a tale not of domestic tranquillity, but of erotic upheaval. The daylight indicates that the man glimpsed behind the bed-curtains is not the husband of the woman playing the clavichord, while her musical pastime confirms it, as do his clothes, evidently hastily removed, for they are on a chair, not put away in a cupboard. The maid in the background is thus the moral counterpoint, as with her broom she sweeps away sin, the bucket of clean water waiting in the symbolically bright sunlight.


For the last century and a half, however, the symbolism of these paintings has been overlooked, and instead we have read the works as a tracing-paper reproduction of a lived reality, a pre-photography photograph. The people who painted these pictures, the people who bought them, who displayed them on their walls, knew that this was not the case – did not expect it to be the case. They were untroubled, therefore, by the presence of goods they did not possess, and the absence of yet others, of pots and pans or crisscrossed mats, in their art. Today, those missing mats, or household implements, are examples of what I term ‘invisible furniture’.


Invisible furniture can be found in all countries, in all times. In the seventeenth century, the English naval administrator Samuel



Pepys frequently ended his daily diary entries, ‘And so to bed’: he wrote a version of the phrase almost once a week over the nine and a half years that he kept his diary. In the twentieth century, it became a punchline, so familiar that in Britain it is even the name of a chain of shops selling beds. What is less familiar is how he continued that sentence on 21 November 1662: ‘At night to supper and to bed – this night having first put up a spitting-sheet, which I find very convenient.’ Pepys wrote no further of his spitting-sheet, and most editions of the diary pass it by silently, or indicate puzzlement – ‘??’ is all that one editor of the diary has to say about it. My suggestion is that it may have been a piece of fabric pinned to the wall behind a spittoon, so that the wall, which in affluent seventeenth-century households was frequently covered by an expensive hanging, was protected from a spitter’s poor aim.


Spitting-sheets are certainly invisible furniture – today we have never heard of them, and don’t know what they were. Spittoons, however, are also invisible furniture.* We have heard of them, and we know they existed, but as they were barely ever, or never, depicted in art or mentioned in literature or even in much non-fiction, it has become easy to overlook their ubiquity: they have become invisible.


The knowledge that many people habitually spat is perhaps not hugely important. It didn’t change the course of history. But spittoons can be a reminder of how easy it is to imagine that ‘then’ was just like ‘now’, that people of one century behaved exactly as people of another, or ours, do. People in the west today do not customarily spit, so we do not notice that spittoons, and spitting, are missing from accounts of daily life in the past, when people in the west did



in fact spit. Yet if we look, if we begin with a search for invisible furniture, we can see how behaviour changes over time. And changing behaviour marks changing attitudes. And changing attitudes did change the course of history.


Searching for invisible furniture is not straightforward. To continue with spitting as an example, literature is generally silent on the practice, while diaries and letters are more revealing. Pepys, with his endless interest in other people, gives some of the earliest views of spitting as a habit, and its, to us, astonishing ubiquity. Today the common assumption is that whatever spitting occurred was a by-product of chewing tobacco, and the majority of Pepys’s references to spitting do also mention tobacco. But one night at the theatre, he reports, ‘a lady spat backward upon me by a mistake, not seeing me. But after seeing her to be a very pretty lady, I was not troubled at it at all.’ Women did not chew tobacco, so this must have been nothing but phlegm, and was, from Pepys’s equanimity, something that women as well as men did both routinely and publicly. A few years later, a Frenchman living in Leiden reported to his compatriots on the curious habits of the Dutch: no one ‘would dare to spit in any of the[ir] rooms … those who are phlegmatic must be in great discomfort’. It appears that in France, too, spitting was seen as the obvious, and necessary, way to clear one’s throat, indoors as well as out.


In the eighteenth century, spittoons are mentioned in a German magazine as an ‘object of ease’ among wine-coolers, clocks, foot-warmers, adjustable writing tables and shaving tables with integrated mirrors, all items to make the elegant consumer’s life more comfortable. In the nineteenth century, they can still occasionally be spotted, clearly common but rarely mentioned. An American mother writes in 1851 of her toddler’s precocious doings as he imitated the adults around him, ‘halk[ing] and spit[ting] in the spitbox, and … a good



many other funny things.’ Yet at the same date, contemporaneous images reinforce the earlier lesson of Dutch art and reality. There are many thousands of nineteenth-century drawings and paintings of parlours, drawing rooms and sitting rooms, by professionals and amateurs alike, of households across Europe and North America of just the type this toddler lived in. Not a single one I have ever seen shows a spittoon, although inventories from the same period list them as a matter of routine.


By the twentieth century, a new understanding of disease transmission had made spitting seem downright dangerous, and references to spittoons tended to be used as indicators of more primitive times, even as other, less literary, documents tell the continuing story of this piece of invisible furniture. The US government’s Railway Sanitary Code of the 1920s has whole pages devoted to regulating the places where people could or could not spit, not only in trains, but in their offices, waiting rooms and on station platforms. Mail-order catalogues too continued to advertise spittoons in the 1940s, three or four decades after spitting had, according to literature and memoir, been eradicated from daily life. Spittoons were sold, but had become unmentionable.


Invisible furniture is not confined to history. Houses photographed for lifestyle magazines today ostensibly record the houses we live in. Even ignoring the lack of wear and tear, the absence of the stains and scuffs and marks of daily life in those photographs, their resemblance to real houses is merely superficial. Where are the toothbrushes? The power sockets bristling with hedgehogs of electric flexes? Where are the children’s plastic toys, or the drain-sieves to catch hair in the bath? The brush to clean the lavatory? If magazine images were all that were to survive of our houses, future generations might not know that most people in the twenty-first century brushed



their teeth, just as few today are aware that spitting was, until quite recently, routine.


The ability of the amateur, the non-professional, to take photographs in the twentieth century altered our views on what things looked like; in the twenty-first century the invisible is routinely made visible on Facebook and in images captured with a phone, while websites such as TripAdvisor make a sport out of comparing the reality of hotel rooms against the idealized publicity images of professional photographers. Those professional images are like the novels of the past, or Dutch Golden Age art: their purpose is not fidelity to life as it is lived by most people. Television or film, seemingly more ‘real’, is also an unreliable marker of daily life. In 200 years’ time, a historian who relied on the television programmes of 2014 to understand our daily lives would never know how much time is spent watching television. No matter how grittily realistic a programme sets out to be, it is impossible to imagine a police-procedural where the characters come in after a hard day’s investigation and slump down in front of the television, to sit without speaking for the rest of the evening. They don’t because it doesn’t fit the genre, just as photographs showing celebrities’ lovely homes never show overflowing rubbish bins. It is not what the images are for. That is obvious when discussing contemporary source material. The past is, however, a different country, both because the absences and the omissions are less easily identified, and because these sources are, frequently, all that we have.


As with the spittoons, and spitting, invisible furniture can highlight aspects of behaviour that have altered. But we need prompts to remember that how we use our dining tables is not necessarily how everyone always did, even if we are sitting at the very same table. In 1853, a cartoon by John Leech for Punch magazine imagined a gender-reversed world, one where the men retire to the drawing room after



dinner, leaving the women to drink and smoke and discuss pheasant-shoots. The dining room is in disarray. The tablecloth is rumpled, the chairs pushed back. The women, instead of sitting sedately, behave like men after a meal: they turn their chairs away from the table to chat in comfort; one woman has pulled up an empty seat so she can put her feet up. Many nineteenth-century novels contain scenes of men-only after-dinner drinking, but most concentrate on the conversation, with few descriptions of the participants’ physical comportment, and not even a handful of illustrations exist where men use furniture in a similar way. By default, strangely enough, Leech’s upside-down cartoon world is what we have to confirm that men did indeed behave in the manner suggested by those other few images. His assumption that the magazine-readers of the day would recognize stereotypical male behaviour, even when applied to women, tells us that such behaviour commonly existed.


[image: Images]


While reconstructing the physical surroundings in which people lived is not easy, establishing how they inhabited those physical surroundings, how they used them in daily life, is even more complex and multi-layered. There is what was; there are the perceptions of those who lived at the time, which may or may not reflect what was; there is the information that those who lived then chose to record, or failed to record; and there is how that information has been interpreted over time. None of these elements are stable, or have only one simple reading. The standard story of domestic life tells us, for example, that from the eighteenth century sleeping quarters in more prosperous houses in Britain became increasingly segregated, with divisions being made by gender and age (separation of parents from children, girls from boys), and by class (servants no longer slept in the same rooms, much less the same beds, as their employers, but were moved to separate quarters in attics or basements). Yet two court cases in London illustrate the more complex reality. In 1710, in one house the physical separation between servants and their masters was rigidly enforced, right down to who used which set of stairs; in the same decade, the niece of another householder shared an attic bedroom with their female servant, while their titled lodger and his footman slept in the lodger’s room. These were two houses at the same date, with residents of much the same social background and financial status. In one, servants and masters were entirely intermixed, in the other, almost entirely segregated. What was ‘done’ on the evidence of fiction, or conduct manuals, or architectural treatises, was not necessarily what was actually done from one house to the next. Yet our assumptions, whether it be our belief that the Dutch paintings reflect real houses of the period, or our modern amnesia regarding the ubiquity of spitting, are so taken for granted that we barely know we hold them. They just seem to be eternal truths.


The Making of Home is intended to be like the Punch cartoon, making invisible patterns visible. In Part One, I will outline the changes, political, religious, economic and social, that produced the circumstances in which ‘home’ grew and flourished in the houses of northwest Europe, and spread in time to the USA; in Part Two, I will describe how innovations in technology created the infrastructure that has become part of our commonly held notions of ‘home’, from comfortable furniture to plumbing. Many of these changes began in the early modern period, and The Making of Home touches on how those ideas were first established, before they gathered pace in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; it will, for the most part, end in the early decades of the twentieth century, when modernism – the movement that has been dubbed ‘not-at-home’ – presented a radically altered mindset. It is not the style of chair that is my primary concern, but how people sat on it; not what the magazines said was in fashion, but how many people followed that fashion. Not how houses were decorated per se, but how the decoration reflected the behaviour of the people who lived there, and how that behaviour, in turn, was guided by their beliefs and values, and the beliefs and values of the society to which they belonged. Ideas of what makes a home are generally distinct from ideas of what makes a house. Yet the notion of home, and its history, has been relatively under-explored. There are books on architecture, on interior décor, on domestic life, on social and economic history. But how homes came to be seen as special places is frequently overlooked.


And just as descriptions of physical surroundings need to be disentangled from the behaviour that was caused by, or altered, those surroundings, so too do we need to separate the realities of the physical surroundings from how people thought about those surroundings. In 1596, Ireland was, said the poet Edmund Spenser, ‘wylde, wast[e]



and vast’: its people, thought this transplanted Englishman, ‘care not for pot, pan, kettyl, nor for matrys, fether bed, nor such implementes of houshold. Wherfore it is presuppose that they lak maners and honesty, and be untaught and rude.’ That is, by the end of the sixteenth century, those who didn’t have – or had, but didn’t attach importance to – kitchen utensils, bedding, or other household goods could be dismissed as uncultivated. Nearly three hundred years after Spenser wrote this, an inquest was held in 1865, to investigate the circumstances of a man who had died of starvation. Despite their financial desperation, said his widow, he had refused to go into the workhouse because he couldn’t bear to give up ‘the comforts of our little home’. The middle-class inquest jury, seeing nothing but a bare room with a heap of straw in one corner, questioned her explanation. The widow, it was reported, ‘began to cry, and said they had a quilt and other little things’. Centuries separate these households bereft of ‘pot, pan, kettyl … matrys, [and] fether bed’, yet there is no reason to believe that the Irish of the sixteenth century cared any less for their ‘little home’ than the Victorian widow.


Because the word ‘home’ has stayed the same, and its residents’ love for their homes has also been constant, it is too easy to simplify home until it is like the child’s picture, a clear, detail-less outline. Home, as an idea, and as that idea played out in reality, changed and developed over the span of modern history. It is the idea, and the change, that we will look at here.





*   German das Heim and Dutch heem had become obsolete by the late eighteenth century, but then revived, partly as back-formations from English.


*   Much of what is known about ownership of possessions in earlier centuries, not only in the Netherlands, comes from inventories that were compiled on the deaths of their owners. Depending on the country and date, inventories might be taken for the poor as well as the rich, although they were more common among the prosperous and wealthy. While they tell us what was owned, they do not always indicate how many items were owned, or where in the house they were found, which would guide us to their usage. Still, these records are frequently all we have, and they are very useful in comparing actuality to what books and journals – or paintings – present as the norm.


*   It is thought that less than 1 per cent of these paintings have survived, so our knowledge of the genre is, by any definition, a very partial one.


*   Throughout the twentieth century, and even today, many Dutch people cover their tables with carpets, assuming it is a tradition handed down from the seventeenth century. In fact, the custom emerged when the paintings were rediscovered in the nineteenth century, at which time it was thought to be a return to a seventeenth-century custom.


*   Spittoons, also called spitting-basins or spit-boxes in the UK, and cuspidors in the USA, were bowl- or vase-shaped metal or earthenware receptacles that sat on the floor, some having an insert with a shaped hole for the spit to run down.









Part One











1


The Family Way


While the word ‘home’ for many today conjures up ideas of retreat from the world, at the same time few would argue that what makes homes desirable are the products of the industrial world, whether it is readily accessible consumer goods, or the technologies of hygiene, lighting and heating. It is no coincidence that the physical reality of the modern European house on which rest ‘the comforts of our little home’ emerged as the Industrial Revolution developed in northwestern Europe.


One of the key questions of economic history is, why did a backward region like northwestern Europe, a region that was politically, geographically and economically peripheral, become the engine of the industrial world? Why did the elements that knitted together to become ‘modernity’ – the concept of nation-states, the technological innovations that fuelled the Industrial Revolution, capitalism itself – arise in this place? In Europe, the city-states of Renaissance Italy or the great courts of worldly, cosmopolitan France might have been more obvious heartlands for such developments; on the world stage, perhaps the monolithic administrative empire of China. But, instead, it was first the Netherlands, then England, most particularly, two countries of minor political importance, that became the seedbeds of change.*


Answers to this question have tended towards the circular: the modern world developed where it did because this is where the Industrial Revolution took place. So why did the Industrial Revolution take place where it did? The Industrial Revolution, runs the generally accepted narrative, was precipitated in northwestern Europe by a series of events. The decline of feudalism (and, in England, where feudalism had been substantially weakened far earlier, the collapse of the manorial system) enabled tenant farmers in agricultural regions to strengthen as a class, as it did the precursors to a professional middle class in urban districts. At the same time the population increased, driving surplus agricultural workers into proto-industrial occupations, and encouraging their migration to what were becoming cities. The expansion of shipping and exploration opened trade routes and access to goods and commodities previously unknown, or available only as luxury goods for the wealthiest. State control and subsidized underpinnings of colonization at the same time reduced the power of the trade guilds, which, as cartels, had kept prices up and stifled enterprise.


As all this took place, in Amsterdam first, new financial structures were being created, and the philosophical concepts of free trade were being established. Meanwhile, another belief-system, Protestantism, the religion of northwestern Europe, in its sanctification of hard work, and, by extension, the idea that worldly success was a sign of



God’s favour, developed in tandem with trade and finance to create a new ethos, named ‘the spirit of capitalism’ by the sociologist Max Weber. Add into the mix a relatively literate population, a new system of patents that rewarded innovation and, crucially, a good supply of natural resources (in 1700, the nearly 3 million tons of coal mined annually in England was five times more than was mined in all the rest of the world combined).


All these elements together produced the Industrial Revolution, not for any of these factors individually, all, or most, of which also occurred elsewhere, but because in northwestern Europe, by chance and circumstance, they all occurred together or serially. As Dr Johnson said in another context, ‘It is not always that there is a strong reason for a great event’: lots of milder reasons will have a cumulative great effect.


A return to Robinson Crusoe shows how many of these different threads had, by 1719, already become intertwined. One of the reasons for the enduring success of that novel is that it can be interpreted in many ways: as a Puritan autobiography of spiritual growth, or a narrative of colonial exploitation and trade, or of modern individualism, or the transformation of capitalism. Classical economists have used Crusoe to illustrate their theories of production, while Karl Marx borrowed the story to show how production for use differs materially from production for exchange. Robinson Crusoe himself can be seen as a personification of the spirit of the Industrial Revolution, flourishing on his island through a combination of hard work – that Protestant work ethic – and careful utilization of the products of modern western European trade and technology, which he salvages from the wreck of his ship.


Certainly Defoe was interested in what would later become the field of economics: ‘Writing upon Trade’, he confessed, ‘was the Whore



I really doated upon.’ Adam Smith’s seminal The Wealth of Nations, published half a century after Defoe’s novel, in 1776, identified the central characteristics of the form of political economy that would soon become known as capitalism – competition, resource allocation and division of labour among them. But Crusoe, or rather Defoe, was here first: he had already used the phrase ‘the wealth of nations’ a good three dozen times in his writings. And when Smith laid out the classical explanation of supply and demand – that the value of goods will fall when a commodity is plentiful, and rise if it becomes scarce – Crusoe had already lived it: before he was shipwrecked, he was, the novel tells us, a trader who had made a comfortable living by importing English commodities to Brazil where they were rare, and therefore much more valuable.


For the Industrial Revolution to flourish, a second revolution was necessary – the consumer revolution, which gathered pace from the early eighteenth century. Over the last few decades, historians of consumption, of material culture more widely, have modified the phrase ‘supply and demand’, acknowledging that it is historically more useful when it is reversed. For supply does not drive demand; demand drives supply. A desire for goods, for things, was what produced the circumstances from which the Industrial Revolution, and modernity, developed. Without the desire for goods, and the ability to purchase them, the various factors that contributed to the Industrial Revolution might well have remained separate events. Without demand, there must – would? – have been no Revolution.


And just as answers to the question ‘Why did the Industrial Revolution take place in northwestern Europe?’ have a tendency to become circular, so too do explanations of the origins of the consumer revolution. That some people have sufficient income to satisfy more than subsistence needs is a situation that has occurred in many places



at many times, yet there was no equivalent consumer revolution in, say, China. The usual explanation is that social emulation, the desire to keep up not only with the Joneses, but even with those one step higher in social rank, drove the desire for consumer goods, and in the Netherlands and England, the first countries to be affected by the consumer revolution, the differences between the social classes were fairly small, and were permeable to cash, in a way that many societies based on aristocracies of birth were not. (In England, the grandson of an impoverished aristocrat was a worker; in France, or India, he too was an impoverished aristocrat.) These smaller social gaps might appear bridgeable to those just below, particularly as the new technologies of advertising and print culture arrived. Newspapers, magazines and prints now disseminated further than ever before information about the ever-increasing range of new commodities, and more widely available commodities. Yet emulative spending, and a commercial world focused on selling, were also not geographically specific, while the consumer revolution was.


What provoked the demand, then – what created this desire for goods? In part, the consumer revolution might be thought of as the end-product of four revolutions: the ending of the Eighty Years’ War and the Dutch revolt against the Spanish in 1648; the American and French Revolutions of 1776 and 1789–99; and the century-plus Industrial Revolution. These revolutions produced more fluid social structures in which the middle classes (as they may begin to be termed) wielded increasing power, at the expense of the landed gentry and nobility. These classes benefitted from what, in the Netherlands in particular, had been from the Middle Ages a cash market economy rather than one based primarily on land. It was there that development of financial instruments that enabled commercial credit and government borrowing, the ‘very essence of the capitalist economy’,



first flourished. And it was there, too, that the first modern cities began to develop. The Dutch Revolt and the Protestant Reformation between them both brought about an alteration in land-ownership on a scale never before seen: over 30 per cent of all property in Utrecht had belonged to the church before the Reformation; after it, that property had been transferred to the city itself, or was in private, secular hands.* Urbanization, both a precipitating factor and a by-product of industrialization, meanwhile also meant that social judgements were formed less on the basis of previous knowledge of lineage or character, and more on the presentation of self, which inextricably intertwined with the possessions one owned. Together these factors created an environment where the consumer revolution was not merely possible, but necessary.


Yet what was perhaps an even more important factor in the creation of the consumer revolution was much closer to home, quite literally. The historian Mary S. Hartman has suggested, it seems to me more than plausibly, that the crucial element, one that has previously been overlooked or considered of only minor importance, was the unique marriage system found in northwestern Europe, and nowhere but northwestern Europe. This was a pattern of nuclear-family living that was essentially in place by 1500, and possibly before.† In outline, men and women married late (late twenties for men, mid-twenties or later for women); the age of the couple was much more equal than in early-marriage societies; and both men and women worked for a considerable period of time before marriage, usually in a cash economy, saving in order to set up in their own



household on marriage.* (Prepubescent girls were married to older men in northwestern Europe only for a time, and only among the ruling elites, for dynastic and property-enhancing purposes.)


It comes as a surprise that even a word as apparently immutable as ‘family’ has encompassed different meanings at different times. In the Roman world, a famulus was a slave, and familia indicated not a blood-tie, but a relationship of ownership and possession. By the Middle Ages in northern Europe, a family comprised those living together in a household, plus the serfs attached to the house, but not the head of the household himself: ‘family’ was still a relationship of subservience, not kinship. In Renaissance Italy, the writer and architect Leon Battista Alberti hoped his children would ‘remain happy with our little family’, but to indicate the quality of the affectionate relationship he had in mind, he had to use a diminutive, famigliola, because famiglia still meant the entire household, whether connected by blood or not, and had no emotional weight. In the British Isles, too, ‘family’ was a formal designation for those living under one roof; blood relatives were ‘friends’. (In Romeo and Juliet, Friar Lawrence advises Romeo to go into exile until ‘we can find a time / To … reconcile your friends’.)


This was the way Samuel Pepys used ‘family’, although by the seventeenth century the meaning had expanded to take in the head of the household as well. ‘My family,’ he summed up, ‘is myself and wife – Wm. my clerk – Jane, my wife’s upper-maid … Susan our cook-maid … and Waynman my boy’. A family was therefore not an absolute grouping, but one that expanded and contracted with time and circumstances. An eighteenth-century diarist referred to servants



as ‘my family’ when they were in his employ; if they left his service they became ‘my former servant’. By the nineteenth century, English speakers used ‘family’ to mean blood relatives in everyday speech, but the older meaning persisted formally. As late as 1851, the census of Great Britain defined ‘members of the family’ as ‘the wife, children, servants, relatives, visitors, and persons constantly or accidentally in the house’. The head of the household was, notably, still not officially part of the family.


Many types of family, and of living arrangements, that are seen across the world even today reveal the wide range of responses to basic needs. In southern Europe, adolescent girls and men in their twenties were historically often paired, with, for example, in southwestern France, the woman moving into the man’s family home, the ostal (the word, tellingly, means both house and family), which was inherited by a single son, while the remaining children received, at most, cash or movables. In eastern Europe, serfs lived in multiple-family households, while in the southeast, in Croatia and Serbia, the zadruga, where all land was owned jointly by the patrilineal extended family, saw sons bring wives into their birth households, to live in large multi-nuclear arrangements.* Other areas favoured what are called non-family groupings (where two brothers, or two cousins, shared a household); or extended family groups (a married couple plus other kin, but not a second couple); or multiple-family groups (two or more couples, in various permutations). There were also stem-family groupings (a son and daughter-in-law living after marriage with his parents) and frérèche arrangements (horizontal multiple families,



such as two brothers and their families). For simplicity, these are all known as extended families and variants were found in different regions across much of Europe.


The nuclear-family pattern that was found across the home countries was not exclusive to this region: it was also common in parts of Spain, Portugal and Italy. The difference was that in home countries, the nuclear family was rarely encroached on, and only a minority of households had other relatives living with them – as few as 3 per cent of families in Rhode Island, barely more even in densely populated seventeenth-century Dutch cities. Over more than two centuries, barely 10 per cent of English households had non-nuclear kin permanently in residence. In house countries with nuclear-family structures, this was unimaginable: more than half of all households in one region of Italy had non-nuclear kin resident.


Those are the broadest outlines of family living patterns. And just as ‘family’ meant many different things at different times, so too did the notion of marriage. And while the changes have been great, they have been as invisible to subsequent observers as spittoons have become to ours. In Pride and Prejudice (1813), Jane Austen’s pompous clergyman, Mr Collins, lists his reasons for wanting to marry: first, he says, it is ‘a right thing for every clergyman in easy circumstances (like myself) to set the example of matrimony … Secondly … I am convinced it will add very greatly to my happiness; and thirdly – which perhaps I ought to have mentioned earlier … it is the particular advice and recommendation of the very noble lady whom I have the honour of calling patroness.’


The modern reader can still take pleasure in the bathos of dashed expectations, having assumed, together with his appalled would-be fiancée, that what ‘perhaps’ Mr Collins ought to have mentioned earlier is, if not his love, then at least his admiration and affection



for the woman he is proposing to. Instead, his position in the world and relative wealth are first in his thoughts, the pleasure marriage will give him comes next, and then, comically, his hopes for the social and professional advancement it will bring by pleasing his ‘patroness’. In addition, early-nineteenth-century readers would have found enjoyment in a further layer of meaning, which today has become obscured. Jane Austen was mocking the pomposity of her fictional character, but, churchman’s daughter though she was, she was also parodying the Book of Common Prayer, which enumerates the reasons for marrying much as Mr Collins does: ‘First, It was ordained for the procreation of children … Secondly, It was ordained for a remedy against sin, and to avoid fornication …Thirdly, It was ordained for the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of the other, both in prosperity and adversity.’ To Austen, writing at the start of the nineteenth century, the fact that the church placed companionship – companionate marriage – last, giving precedence instead to children and the avoidance of sin, was ripe for comedy. To her, and the society around her, the ‘Thirdly’ should obviously have been first: indeed, all of Austen’s novels are, in the most reductionist reading, explorations of the ways to identify those who will make good life companions.


Her parody makes clear how completely ideas of marriage had altered in northwestern Europe in the previous two centuries. For most people, in most periods of history, survival, or, for the more prosperous, property, was the purpose of marriage. For most, marriage enabled the transmission of work and social skills while creating a basic labour force for the maintenance of the family unit; among the nobility and the merely rich, marriage was a social construct that ensured the safe transmission of property, or even its increase, from one generation to the next. By the time Martin Luther’s 95 Theses



appeared in 1517, feudalism in most of northwestern Europe was entering its terminal stages, and new structures of authority, and new attitudes to them, were emerging. Images that depicted the Holy Family had, in the previous century, become widespread in churches for the first time, an indication of the increasing importance of secular families in society, at least to those who commissioned the paintings. The Catholic church continued to consider marriage a second-best solution, for those who could not manage the ideal of celibacy, citing Corinthians: ‘It is better to marry than to burn’. Protestantism, by contrast, placed the married partnership at the heart of spiritual government, citing Genesis: ‘It is not good that man should be alone’. A man’s partnership with his wife was beginning to be seen as the primary social unit. This new view, from the new religion, took root in precisely those northwestern European territories where the late-marriage pattern prevailed, where two relatively equal partners chose each other as consenting adults, rather than as subordinate members of a kin-group that made a communal decision.


A modern historian of sexuality has suggested that the pre-modern marriage began ‘as a property arrangement, was in its middle mostly about raising children, and ended about love’, whereas, he continued, twentieth-century marriage ‘begins about love, in its middle is still mostly about raising children … and ends – often – [in being] about property’. In early-marriage societies, the married couple had no need, or opportunity, to plan, or make a place for themselves in the world. They moved into a place both literally and figuratively provided by their elders, following arrangements and traditions that had long existed. By contrast, in late-marriage-pattern countries, women as well as men worked outside the home before they married. Up to 40 per cent of the population worked in domestic service for a time, and by the nineteenth century in many home countries, the number



of women who worked as servants at some point in their lives, but usually starting aged thirteen or fourteen, reached 90 per cent. Boys were apprenticed at a similar age; in earlier periods they lived with the master’s family; later, they lived on their own, and were required to become self-sufficient. These adolescents were exposed to strangers, to new ways of doing things; they saw how different ranks of society lived, with different technology and household arrangements. They travelled the country, formed contractual obligations with employers and renegotiated them where necessary, or broke them if they decided that that was better, and learned to deal commercially and emotionally with strangers. They were, in short, responsible for their own financial and personal wellbeing.


On marriage the couple established a new household, which necessitated purchases of new goods; because of their years of earning, together they had the cash to emulate, at least in part, the households they had been exposed to. Women came into marriage as earning equals, and expected, before the Industrial Revolution, to be economically productive in their marriages as well. Even after industrialization had become widespread, this remained true for most women, the working classes always forming the majority of the population. Women often acted as their husbands’ business equals, the men taking on the heavy labour, the women handling commercial transactions for farms, shops or trades – tasks that, in early-marriage societies, were performed instead by male kin living in the parental home. Or male labourers travelled the country following seasonal work, while their wives looked after the family and perhaps a small plot of land, or kept poultry, or ran a dairying business. Or they took in work – doing laundry for other households, or sewing, or carding and spinning wool. Others, especially in rural areas, bartered, trading wool, or dairy produce, or eggs, or honey, for commercial



commodities: sugar, or ironmongery, or other items they could not make themselves.


Late-marriage-pattern relationships were ventured into by equals, who went on to function as contributing partners. A religion that endowed individuals with great personal agency, as Protestantism did, was therefore one that meshed well with this family arrangement. As with the causes of the Industrial Revolution, the generally accepted explanation for the origins of the Reform religions is that they grew out of a combination of factors: disgust at church corruption; the decline of the Holy Roman Empire and the rise of new nation-states; the drastic Europe-wide fall in population following the Black Death in the fourteenth century, when 35 million people – half the population – may have died; and the development of new technology, most significantly the printing press. All of these were essential. But as important was the way in which the new religion dovetailed with the changing shape of the family. Martin Luther’s Reformation took hold almost precisely in the geographical areas where the late-marriage pattern was operational: the northwestern crescent of Europe – the countries that have separate words for ‘house’ and ‘home’.* The economic historian R. H. Tawney showed persuasively how Protestantism grew with, and in consequence of, the rise of capitalism, not vice versa. Since he wrote, however, the concept of the consumer revolution has gained attention, as has domestic life as an area worthy of study. And they, together, suggest a possible



extension to his theory: not only that Protestantism grew with, and in consequence of, the rise of capitalism, but that Protestantism may well have grown with, and in consequence of, the practice of the late-marriage pattern, and of the idea of home, which can be suggested as one of the engines of capitalism, creating a demand that drove capitalism’s supply.


How the ‘little commonwealth’ – the metaphor for the nuclear family that was first used by the English divine William Gouge in 1622 – emerged, and how it was perceived, had a different weight for the adherents of the new religion than it did for the old. Theoretically, the Catholic church’s view of marriage was absolute, and absolutely simple: a marriage was contracted when two people exchanged spoken vows. From the eleventh century, if a girl over the age of twelve and a boy over fourteen said aloud the verba de praesenti, ‘I take you as my wife / husband’, or the verba de futuro, ‘I will take you as my wife / husband’, then they were married. Indissolubly. In Protestant Europe, by contrast, secular elements were integral. Banns had to be read before a congregation for a number of weeks prior to the exchange of vows, in effect notifying the community, and the vows were only valid if they were spoken in public, indicating that parental consent had been obtained. Without either the involvement of the community, in the reading of the banns, or the public commitment, a marriage could be annulled.*


Nonetheless, for both Catholics and Protestants, marriage was not, as it is today, a single event, before which a person was single, after which he or she was married. It was, into the eighteenth century



in most places, a process, and a person could be a little bit, or not entirely, married. There were most commonly four stages, all of them binding, so while a couple might not proceed to the next stage, they could not undo previous stages. In the broadest outlines, a couple who agreed to marry made a formal commitment, whether in public or private. After this came the consent, when both agreed publicly – sometimes outside the church, sometimes at home with a notary present – that they planned to marry, and a ring or other token might be given. Then came the wedding itself, frequently but not necessarily in the presence of a minister of religion, after which the couple moved in together. The final stage, consummation, sometimes took place after the first stage, sometimes after the third, sometimes – usually among the upper classes if the girl was very young – not for several years. But the sexual act did not make the marriage any more indissoluble than did the other elements.


Different sects, or countries, or cities, or even families, had their own requirements: the minimum age at which marriage could take place without parental consent varied with time and place, as did the type and exchange of vows, or even whether or not a ring was obligatory. In some sixteenth-century Swiss cities, despite the legal requirement for public, community involvement – banns, parental consent and a church ceremony – many accepted that any couple who had exchanged vows were legally married. In England the consent of the couple was all that was necessary, and a marriage that dispensed with the remaining formalities was ‘valid but not legitimate’. Those who exchanged vows without parental consent but had not consummated their marriage were not quite married, but neither were they free to marry anyone else. Ever. One historian has estimated that only half of the ‘married’ population in the seventeenth century was properly married according to cannon law. In



Britain in 1753, reforms swept away the old three-stage system and these not-quite marriages. Now a marriage had to be performed by a church minister, be registered in church (or synagogue, or Friends’ meeting-house) and for those under twenty-one take place with the consent of their parents; if any one of these elements was omitted, the marriage was void.*


Even so, the state of being married was not, in northwestern Europe, standard for most adults well into the seventeenth century. Low life expectancies meant that couples who married in their mid- to late twenties had an average of less than two decades together before death dissolved their partnership. In home countries, men did not substantially outnumber women, unlike early-marriage societies as a rule. In societies where women are wage earners, they survive into adulthood in larger numbers; where they are seen as a financial drain, useful for a short period as the owner of a womb, fewer reach maturity. In some villages in southwestern France in the fourteenth century, records mention twice as many boys as girls. A sympathetic reading is that, as boys mattered more than girls, their lives were recorded in official documents more frequently, or more regularly; the less attractive reading is that, as the early-marriage pattern made girls a burden, infanticide, or at best passive neglect, was routine. Because of the equal numbers of men and women in late-marriage societies, there were always a large number of people who never married at all – between 20 and 30 per cent was common. In general, married people made up only about a third of the population. (The figure in western Europe today hovers around 50 per cent.)


It might be assumed, therefore, that a side-effect would be a high rate of illegitimate births, and yet, counterintuitively, such high rates were instead found in the house countries of Europe. In Florence in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, one in ten babies was abandoned; in Toulouse, the rate of abandonment, previously comparable, had risen to nearly two in ten by the end of the century, and sometimes, in particularly harsh economic periods, to a quarter of all babies. In the 1670s in Paris, over three hundred children were abandoned every year, compared to Amsterdam in 1700, where just twenty illegitimate children were recorded in a population half the size of the French capital. Meanwhile, in the sixteenth century in England, the recorded rates were at the lowest level ever seen: a parish in Suffolk recorded no illegitimate births at all in the dozen years leading to 1600, and only one for every 144 recorded births in the next half-century. By the eighteenth century, when urbanization and industrialization had drastically reordered social practices, that figure rose locally to one for every thirty-three registered births, but these figures were still remarkably low when compared to Austria’s one for every five births at the same period. The countries with high rates of abandoned children were France, Belgium, Portugal, Spain, Ireland, Italy, Poland, what is now the Czech Republic (40 per cent of all babies in Prague in the early nineteenth century), and Austria (half the babies in Vienna were abandoned at the same date).*


The low levels of illegitimacy in home countries might in part be attributable to the more equal number of men and women in the



population. (Societies where men outnumber women see far more incidents of sexual assault.) It might also be in part attributable to the relative equality of men and women, with both sexes working from early adolescence.* At some periods, in some areas, safety-valves were built into the system. One was the custom of bundling, where courting couples were permitted ritualized all-night visits, without full sexual relationships, a practice virtually unknown outside home countries. It may also be the case that illegitimate births in home countries were disguised – sudden, or forced, marriages, babies raised by their ‘aunts’, and so on. But in England and in the USA, as in several other home countries, illegitimate births were recorded at local parish level, and therefore such stratagems would be revealed by wild fluctuations from district to district, and these do not appear.


More generally, late marriages ensured that women in northwestern Europe, simply by postponing marriage, significantly reduced the years they spent in childbearing, both by being married for fewer years, and by being single in their most fertile years. This in turn meant that they were not as resolutely tied to child-rearing as is often retrospectively assumed, even before the nineteenth century, when women in companionate marriages were also able actively to reduce the number of children they bore, by abstinence or other forms of birth control. At the other end of life, it was the unmarried children who took on the care of their parents as they aged. From the earliest



censuses that have survived in England, the majority of elderly couples have unmarried children living with them. The twelfth-century legend on which Shakespeare based King Lear stressed the catastrophic results if elderly parents lived instead with married children. This unnatural situation was clearly a preoccupation of the sixteenth century, as Shakespeare was pre-empted in his use of this story both by the same Edmund Spenser who had dismissed the Irish sense of domesticity, and by John Higgins in his collection of Tudor verse, The Mirror for Magistrates.


These changes to marriage meant that by the time Jane Austen was creating Mr Collins, the state was no longer considered to be primarily for the procreation of children. Marriage now created a household, a home, much as Robinson Crusoe had created one despite his adverse circumstances. Crusoe was, of course, wife-less on his island. But as the central character of England’s first novel, he initiated a genre – fiction – which would find its main subject in romantic love. As the historian of marriage Lawrence Stone noticed, ‘romantic love became a respectable motive for marriage … at the same time [as] there was a rising flood of novels … devoted to the same theme.’ And, as this new genre was developing largely in late-marriage Europe, so it seemed natural for fiction to illustrate the fulfilment of these love matches by portraying the couples moving into their own homes, filled with their newly acquired goods, purchased by their years of young-adult earnings. As early as the 1530s, a woman in Hertfordshire justified breaking off her engagement. She had made the promise, she admitted, ‘but shall we need to marry so soon? It were better for us to forebear and [get] some household stuff to begin withal.’


If we accept that the creation of new households by couples with cash to spend drove demand, then it is not surprising that many of the early manifestations of home as a private space for a nuclear



family appeared first in the centre of both early urban development and trade, the Netherlands. The first of the world’s great trading companies, the Dutch East India Company (the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, or VOC), was founded in 1602. (Its nearest rival, England’s Honourable East India Company, was two years older, but the country’s Civil War ensured that it took longer to hit its stride, and throughout the eighteenth century its trade remained a fifth of that of the VOC.) The great strengths of the VOC were that it both brought new goods to the European market and also had a flourishing inter-Asian network of trade, in the early days in spices, and then moving on to trade in metals, textiles and porcelain, as well as that economic underpinning of trade and colonization, slaves.*


The way in which trade operated altered substantially in the early seventeenth century. This new world of capitalist investment took off in the Netherlands, a country chronically short of arable land, and one that therefore had a weak landed aristocracy. The Low Countries had long been a centre of trade – cloth fairs had, from at least the thirteenth century, drawn merchants from across Europe. As the Dutch ports, especially Amsterdam, became Europe’s trade centre, trade was no longer a seasonal affair for organized merchant groups or guilds, but was year round and open to individuals as well as what quickly became companies. In a similar fashion, the VOC’s Asian trade supplanted Portuguese monopolies: a limited liability company replacing a decaying remnant of an older type of court-sponsored venture. Power as a birthright declined; now a new urban class of professional men, those overseeing the expanding cash economy, took control both economically and politically. (Indeed the Oxford English



Dictionary locates the first use of the word ‘capitalism’ in English in a reference to the markets of Holland.) England was not far behind: land, for centuries the prime indicator of wealth, was now being challenged by other forms of capital. A decade after Crusoe returned from his island, Defoe observed: ‘The revolution in trade brought a revolution in the very nature of things … now the gentry are richer than the nobility, and the tradesmen are richer than them all.’ Financial opportunities were no longer in the agricultural districts, but in what were becoming the world’s first great cities. By the late seventeenth century, nearly half the population of the Netherlands lived in towns, compared to a European average of 10 per cent.


Here again, the Reformation, with its emphasis on individual responsibility and the sanctification of work, also played a role. Rich merchants did not make their fortunes and automatically retire to become gentlemen of leisure: work had been redefined, and was now a way of affirming individual value. This produced radical changes both in economic life and in the shape of family life. Dutch notions of marriage and the roles of husband and wife were influenced by the teachings of Martin Luther, and developed by the Rotterdam-born theologian Erasmus, who wrote on matrimony and on the particular responsibilities of family members. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, an outpouring of Dutch conduct manuals simplified and codified these writings, spreading these theological and philosophical views on model households more widely. Many were translated into English and welcomed by an eager audience, especially among Puritans; these books, and the ideas they contained, then travelled with settlers to the colonies, where they flourished.* Calvinism, especially



as practised in a softened form in the Netherlands, was a religion of daily life: God was glorified not through fasting and penitence, but by living a sober, industrious life. From there, it was a short step to believing that the rewards of a sober and industrious life – prosperity – were indications of God’s favour. And if that were the case, thought many, it then followed that consumption of the world’s goods, the careful and sober acquisition of the plenty given by God, must be a virtue. In this trading nation, as the VOC expanded in Asia, and its counterpart, the Dutch West India Company, explored the Americas, the world’s goods were readily available. Swiftly these trade routes spread not only the world’s commodities, but also the Dutch view of them as heaven’s blessings falling on the righteous.


In the ideal little commonwealth, the husband was the senior partner, the public face of the couple and the primary or entire financial support; the wife, the junior partner, was called on by God to make a home for him, and for their children, by acquiring and caring for the consumables that their partnership had achieved. The value that was given to both roles can be seen by the arrival of a new subject in Dutch genre paintings in the 1630s. Superficially, pictures of women shopping recorded an everyday occupation never before deemed worthy of art. Yet just as scenes of women sewing, or playing musical instruments, were not slice-of-life reflections of reality, so too these images had a symbolic meaning, of wifely virtue and duty, as the women were shown laying out their husband’s earnings in



order to maintain a beautiful and orderly household. Other nations, according to The Mirror of the State of the United Netherlands (1706), vaunted their status in costly court ceremonies or spectacular army parades; the Netherlands, in contrast, confined their national pride to displays that were strictly ‘in the manner of thrifty and modest households’. Henrick Sorgh’s Portrait of Jacob Bierens and His Family (1663) depicts husband and son as providers, bringing food, while the wife and daughters cook, that is, they manage these resources, all presided over by another son, a musician, a symbolic enactment of Plutarch’s metaphor ‘to ensure the tunefulness of marriage and home’ through ‘discourse, harmony and philosophy’.


This kind of domestic symbolism quickly spread. Even images that today do not appear overtly domestic – images of the greatest in society – quietly partook of, and reinforced, a new veneration of middle-class values, symbolized through elements found in their homes. In 1634, Anthony van Dyck (perhaps significantly originally from the Low Countries) painted a group portrait of the three older children of Charles I (see plate section, no. 6). Rather than setting his subjects in an imaginary architectural space, with the classical imagery that conventionally accompanied royalty, the painter posed the children in front of a window, through which a flower-garden is visible, and then further emphasized the lack of ceremony by setting the Prince of Wales on the same level as his two siblings even though only he, it was assumed, would inherit the throne (as it happened, of course, both James and Mary also ruled). In actuality the royal children each lived in a separate royal household, and this image of them playing together was as fictional as the garden behind them. Yet by now the idea of family trumped the trappings of royal grandeur: it was important that they were presented more as children than royal. The king was reported to be ‘fâché’, angry, that the Prince of



Wales was painted wearing his baby-dress, not the more adult and masculine breeches he would soon assume, but it might be significant that he was not so fâché that he had the work repainted.


In eighteenth-century Britain such idealized images of domesticity spread down the social scale. No longer confined to royalty, the new genre of conversation pieces became popular among the prosperous middle classes, who embraced the opportunity they gave to display themselves in their own homes, surrounded by the possessions – porcelain from the Far East, chintzes from India – that stood as a visual shorthand, conveying their social status via their purchases. We now know, from comparing the complete output of the painters in a way that was impossible before widespread reproduction, that the sitters’ surroundings were often altered, or entirely invented, to reflect a superior reality, while many of the objects on display, and even the clothes the subjects wore, were the artists’ own props. As with Dutch genre paintings, as with van Dyck’s royal children, so too eighteenth-century reality was modified towards an ideal. William Atherton and his wife, Lucy, lived in a house that overlooked a butchers’ shambles and the narrow lanes of Preston. Yet in Arthur Devis’s painting of them in their sitting room in 1742–3 (see plate section, no. 7), the windows open on to a beautiful garden, the plants no less valuable possessions as products of trade and colonial expansion than the elaborate silks and lace the couple wear, or the porcelain vase on display.


This focus on the possessions of the home reflected the new realities of a commodified world. Earlier, as we saw, the betrothal, the vow, not the marriage ceremony, had been the main element of the tripartite wedding. By the nineteenth century, the gap between betrothal and ceremony had grown ever longer, largely to enable the middle-class bride to accumulate her trousseau, the now necessary,



now vast array of goods considered essential to furnish her new house, without which a marriage was felt to be incomplete. The house and the wedding had become indissolubly linked, and the purchase or ownership of household goods had in effect become a synonym for marriage. In Anthony Trollope’s novel Can You Forgive Her ? (1864–5), a farmer courts a potential bride by showing her around his house, taking care to display ‘every bit of china, delf, glass, and plate’, and then encouraging her to check the quality of the household’s blankets, adding as a final inducement before he proposes, ‘There ain’t a bedroom in my house, – not one of the front ones, – that isn’t mahogany furnished!’ His value as a potential husband is intertwined with the value of the house and furniture his wife would take on with him.


By this time, among the wealthier classes in Britain, it was routinely stated that no man could, as a point of honour, propose to a woman without having the financial wherewithal to offer her a home – that is, a house – that was equal or better than the one she lived in with her parents. For much of the population, even among the middle classes, this could be nothing more than a fantasy. But while few lived the reality, many more believed in the idea. A second fantasy of middle-class marriage that emerged in the same period also measured a man’s worldly success through the prism of domestic life. A successful man’s wife, it was believed, would not have to work, and indeed many considered the threshold for achieving middle-class status to be not income, nor the financial ability to employ a servant, but whether or not the wife worked outside the house.


This was a significant development, for until then, the house was assumed to be the place of work for almost everyone. Edmund Spenser, who had found Ireland so ‘wylde’ in the seventeenth century, described Irish houses as ‘wretched nasty cabins’ not because they were



in some way unsuitable for family life, but because they were ‘wholly unfit for the making of merchantable butter, cheese, or the manufactures of woollen, linen, or leather’. For him, and his times, houses were assessed not by the wellbeing of the people who lived in them, but by their suitability for work. The household and the economy were one and the same. From the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, Wirtschaft in German meant household management in the widest sense, anything that sustained the members of the household – das ganze Haus, the whole house, ‘the unit of production, consumption and socialization’.


As an integral part of das ganze Haus, women were not just workers, participants, but were at the centre of a web of reciprocal goods and services that enabled their households to function: helping neighbours with the harvest, dairying, making cheese or other home-produced goods for sale or barter, chopping wood, lending household equipment. In the USA, such goods and services were valuable enough that there existed a well-understood tariff in kind or time, with repayments that were measured and budgeted for.* Where husbands ran businesses from home, certain functions were assumed to be the responsibility of their wives: the women fed, clothed and supervised labourers, looked after the apprentices; or managed the business’s paperwork or books. The economic importance of women at home was indicated by the fact that in home countries a swift



remarriage on the death of a husband was routine, in contrast to early-marriage societies, where widows were frequently forbidden remarriage (or even forbidden continued life, as in the Indian practice of sati). Up to a third of all widowed women in England remarried, half within a year of losing their husbands. Home-country women were valued, and invaluable.


Yet while the desires of the family may well have spurred on the Industrial Revolution, in turn the Industrial Revolution reconfigured the work, and therefore the life, of the family. Even before full industrialization, the development of proto-industrial economies began to reshape men’s and women’s roles. Men, who had previously worked at home, whether as craftsmen, tradesmen or professionals, began to move out of the house to work in specialized spaces such as factories, workshops and, later, offices. This happened at different times in different places: agricultural regions were slower to accommodate the change; those living in and around industrial areas saw it happen sooner. The rural nature of the American south, combined with the plantation system, kept production household-based there for longer than it did in the industrial north: farmers did not have the option of moving their workplace, while for others the labour that they owned – the slaves – produced the goods that in urban areas were now products of workplaces, not homes. In urban areas, when the break with the older patterns came, it often came swiftly: in New York City, in 1800, less than 5 per cent of men had a workplace outside the house; by 1820 it was 25 per cent, and by 1840 it was 70 per cent.
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