
The Soul-Crafted Interior 

Governing the Domestic Inhabitant in 

Victorian Britain and America 1855-1885 

Vanessa Michelle Galvin 

BA (UWA)  BA (Hons) (Curtin) 

This thesis is presented for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy  

of The University of Western Australia 

School of Design 

Architecture History and Theory 

2018 





 

iii 

Thesis Declaration 

I, Vanessa Galvin, certify that: 

This thesis has been substantially accomplished during enrolment in the degree. 

This thesis does not contain material that has been accepted for the award of any 

other degree or diploma in my name, in any university or other tertiary institution. 

No part of this work will, in the future, be used in a submission in my name, for any 

other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution without the prior 

approval of The University of Western Australia and where applicable, any partner 

institution responsible for the joint award of this degree. 

This thesis does not contain any material previously published or written by another 

person, except where due reference has been made in the text.  

The work(s) are not in any way a violation or infringement of any copyright, 

trademark, patent, or other rights whatsoever of any person. 

Third party editorial assistance was provided in preparation of the thesis by Dr 

Christina Houen, in accordance with the guidelines of the University of Western 

Australia and the Institute of Professional Editors (IPEd). 

The work described in this thesis was funded by the Australian Government 

Research Training Program. 

This thesis contains only sole-authored work, some of which has been published 

and/or prepared for publication under sole authorship. 

Date: 30.09.2018 

 





 

v 

Abstract 

The Soul-Crafted Interior offers a contribution to the genealogy of modern 

subjectivity as framed by the built environment, specifically the home’s interior 

architecture and contents. The study is undertaken along the lines developed by Michel 

Foucault, through a method of investigation that finds contemporary value in historical 

understandings of the inhabiting self. The research draws on evidence of the domestic 

inhabitant’s self-formative engagement with the interior under the written guidance of 

priests, spiritualists, psychiatrists and additional new or emerging authorities in Victorian 

Britain and America in the second half of the nineteenth-century. These figures 

contributed concepts and advice serving to regulate the self, norms of behaviour, and 

value judgment in the home—developments which were the means and measure of a 

process of secularisation. The examples provide concrete evidence of how empiricism 

diminished the influence of religion and supernaturalist outlooks on the home, and 

enhanced the effectivity of medical practices for the inhabitant’s understanding of 

themselves through the interior. Accordingly, I trace the inhabitant’s transformed 

relation to the home through a discursive shift from a religious morality toward a secular 

one formed by a proto-scientific discourse and its associated techniques for domestic 

control.  

The research shows how sources of concepts and practices outside the design 

disciplines—namely Christian, spiritualist, and psychoanalytic discourses on 

architecture—have shaped the understanding of the inhabiting subject. Furthermore, the 

links that I describe between the home’s governing agents, the interior, and the self, draw 

attention to the designer’s similarly authoritative role and responsibility in the practices 

of the inhabitant’s self-formation. The research contributes to the history of ourselves as 

inhabiting subjects by showing how we individualise ourselves through our 

understandings of and interactions with the interior. In addition, the study reveals the 

origins of the home as a place of spatial order, spiritual recuperation, and wellness, as we 

conceive of these concepts today. 
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Introduction and Methods 

Statement of Purpose 

This thesis, The Soul-Crafted Interior, contributes to our understanding of ourselves 

as domestic subjects in a way that is distinct from but associated with the interior 

designer’s knowledge, rhetoric, and professional practices. It does this genealogically, by 

contemplating religious and medical discourses on architecture that have shaped the 

understanding of the inhabiting self. Key to my discussion is how the home’s inhabitants 

cultivated their thoughts and behaviours by different regulating mechanisms involving 

the interior. In other words, it is about how their conception and manipulation of the 

interior turned them into domestic subjects of particular kinds. I look to diverse 

knowledge systems as underscore Christian beliefs and movements. Spiritualism and 

psychiatry informed the individualising practices that I describe to chart the subject’s 

inhabiting relation to the interior as part of a transition toward secular life. The analyses 

draw on evidence from Britain and America in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

but centre on the years 1855–1885 in particular. These thirty years define a period of 

rapid change focussed in the home, as a site of new technologies and ways of living and 

subject of new epistemologies of the self.  

The term “soul-craft” is a central theme of the thesis.1 It is both a compound word 

and a concept that I have adopted from a conversation between two priest-characters in 

Samuel Butler’s semi-autobiographical novel about evangelical life, The Way of All 

Flesh, published in 1903. In the book, the term is used to describe the priest’s primary 

care to encourage individuals to adjust their thoughts, words and behaviours in ways that 

promised Christian redemption. This is a form of guidance directed though the Church 

that is comprehended by the phrase pastoral power. However, I like to use the term soul-

craft more broadly, in reference to secular times and domains of knowledge. I do this by 

finding value in Ian Hacking’s suggestion (drawing on the work of Michel Foucault) that 

the soul—or “the strange mix of aspects of a person that may be, at some time, imaged 

as inner,” as Hacking refers to it—is malleable and can be (and should be) formed 

                                                                 
1 Samuel Butler, The Way of All Flesh (London: Marshall Cavendish Ltd, 1987), 258. 
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according to standards that exceed the bounds of Church doctrine.2 Importantly, a 

person’s soul, or inner core is what processes of secularisation engage. 

The act of ‘crafting’ the soul or inner self is an ascetic practice. Ascetic discipline(s) 

enable individuals to control their thoughts and behaviours to attain a certain personal state 

that defines the individual, like “happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immorality” as 

Foucault describes them.3 The array and variability of such characteristic states sought 

through ascetic practices allow self-forming routines to operate for diverse circumstances 

and across domains of knowledge that involve the built environment. Self-formative 

processes are evident in practices of home economy or the proper and efficient 

management of the household as suggested in Christian teaching. Spiritualists formed 

themselves by conducting séances using household furniture a conduit for communication 

with their deceased loved ones. Victorian psychiatrists required that ‘nervous’ women 

patients attain an ideal domestic character and demeanour as a process of cure. I explore 

these varied practices, values and imperatives of domestic selfhood in the chapters that 

follow. Importantly, the sensibilities associated with these individualities were not wholly 

inspired by the Church. Their basis in other systems of knowledge informed how the 

home’s occupants came to know themselves as inhabitants and connoisseurs of a domestic 

interior. Given this changeful terrain and the multiple knowledges involved, this self-

knowledge was less than precise or certain. Individuals often negotiated competing forms 

of domestic subjectivity, as the thesis chapters will elaborate.  

There is a certain lexicon that mediates the discussion of the soul as it is considered 

in the thesis. Terms like ‘the conscience’, ‘morality’, and ‘character’ recur throughout 

the thesis and period literature, and are briefly defined here. The conscience is at once a 

locus of self-understanding, introspection, and a moral gage that determines one’s 

individual sense of right from wrong and ‘the good’ from ‘the bad’. Correspondingly, 

morality is our personal relation to the received truth. The term character has dual 

applications, appertaining variously to people and to architecture.4 An individual’s 

character, a term which was common in the nineteenth-century, reflects their moral 

status as they conceive it to be and as observed by others. The word character also 

                                                                 
2 Ian Hacking, Rewriting the Soul Multiple Personality and the Sciences of Memory (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1995), 6.  
3 Michel Foucault, "Technologies of the Self," in Technologies of the Self, ed. Luther H. Martin, Huck 
Gutman, and Patrick H. Hutton (USA: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 18. 
4 William M. Taylor and Michael P. Levine, Prospects for an Ethics of Architecture (London: Routledge, 
2011), 4. 



 

3 

describes the spatial and atmospheric qualities of a room or building. The twofold 

meaning points to the connection that I will describe in the thesis between inhabitants 

and their homes. Ethics could be another term to add to this lexicon, although period 

literature is more likely to cite the preceding terms than philosophical ethics per se. 

Ethics and the study of values alerts us to overarching systems or domains of knowledge 

defining the self and discussed in the thesis, including Christianity, spiritualism and 

psychiatry. These are the domains of knowledge defining the ‘laws’, codes of conduct, 

or rules of self-regulation governing the inhabiting subjects that I discuss. 

Primarily, the thesis investigates how forms of authority regulating the domestic 

environment arose together with distinct types of inhabiting subjects. This involves the 

study of power. Authors like Nikolas Rose and Ian Hacking have focussed on the 

psychoanalytic disciplines to undertake comparable studies of power. I enlarge on the 

idea to include authoritative figures beyond the sciences, who were concerned to 

normalise ‘proper’ domestic dispositions and behaviours. I have chosen to discuss a 

seemingly unconnected coterie of authors who were also spiritualists, priests and 

doctors, and who, in fact, had much in common. Namely, they wrote books that shaped 

individual responses to moral and ethical dilemmas by offering advice about how to 

manage their personal flaws and emotional ailments through the home interior. For 

example, as a general class of ‘character-types’ protestants were deemed to be vulnerable 

to depravity and in need of salvation, the bereaved were grief-stricken and sought 

comfort, while ‘nervous women’ suffered from a medically recognised character flaw. 

Each of the historically contingent personal afflictions was remedied through 

manipulations of the domestic interior. The relevant authority’s activities and guidance 

came to influence collective dispositions, or shape overarching attitudes toward the self 

in terms of thoughts, aspirations, feelings, and behaviours.  

An added contribution of my inquiry is a view of domestic space attained through 

the study of female subjectivities. All except one chapter feature the different 

identities, lifestyles, and moral dilemmas of women within the three main arenas of 

Christian faith, spiritualism and psychiatry. I describe the different outlooks on the 

feminine according to these discourses and sources of expertise, which charts a 

secularising shift in the understanding of women’s domestic morality. In addition, my 

thesis contributes to the understanding of what it meant to be a certain type of 

woman—promiscuous, sensitive, mad, selfish, or independent—through individual 

modes of engagement with the interior. These personal traits form the object of my 
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discussions about the impacts of pastoral power on rooms gendered feminine, 

specifically the parlour or drawing room and the sick room.  

I have also paid attention to women’s writing. Fictional works by Charlotte Brontë 

and Charlotte Perkins Gilman modelled and enhanced the experience of everyday life. 

These writers used literary deceits to sway moral responses to the interior in ways that 

resonated with readers in the Victorian period. I show how these authors contrived their 

texts to influence readers’ understanding of themselves through their homes and 

domestic life. In addition, I draw upon satiric conceptions of women’s engagement with 

the interior written by social commentators who were often men.  

The standardisation of behaviour supported by the different directives I explore can 

be understood by the Foucaultian term governmentality, which describes a means to the 

self-motivated regulation of personal conduct on local, domestic, and larger, 

administrative, scales.5 I adopt a view of the domestic subject as being simultaneously 

“governable and self-governing.”6 The circulation of new understandings about the 

inhabiting self form a part of governing strategies. Therefore, I emphasise the 

significance of the literary means and outcomes in the featured genres employed by non-

architects that steered and produced the various domestic realities and identities. 

Religious pamphlets and family guides; spiritualist articles, books and treatises; medical 

handbooks; and ‘fictional literature’ were readily available to individuals for their private 

consumption, and were akin to contemporary self-help guides. These forms of guidance 

and support helped inhabitants to live their ordinary lives as well as endure crises. The 

inhabitant’s engagement with domestic spaces according to advice contained in the 

different forms of publication aided the standardisation of behaviours and identity.  

I trace the secularisation of the inhabiting self by the authors, including the priests, 

spiritualist mediums and psychiatrists that governed them. This is significant because 

this secularisation is key to understanding present strictures governing domestic life that 

are not necessarily or obviously ‘religious’ in provenance or ‘faith-based’. Accordingly, 

I map how, for the period in question, empiricism diminished the influence of religious 

doctrines, and enhanced the influence of medical practices on domestic inhabitants. I 

                                                                 
5 On governmentality refer to Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller, eds., The Foucault Effect : 
Studies in Governmentalilty with Two Lectures by and an Interview with Michel Foucault (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1991). 
6 Nikolas Rose, Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self (London: Free Association Books, 1999), 
i . Back-cover endorsement (Professor Marilyn Strathern,  Department of Social Anthropoly, University of 
Cambridge.). 
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highlight the way that ‘scientific’ methods came to override the management of home 

life based on faith, scriptural reading and interpretation, as well as church-based forms of 

pastoral care. Each analysis considers the dynamic between competing sources of 

authority. Doctors challenged priests, scientists derided spiritualists, and women 

challenged psychiatrists, in assertions about ‘proper’ domestic practices and behaviour. 

The thesis gives an account of these inter-institutional squabbles, and includes the 

various explanations, logical systems, evidence and proof used to legitimise competing 

claims to truth and authority.7  

The thesis does not propose to offer a comprehensive account of the process of 

secularisation in the nineteenth-century home. Likewise, it is not my intention to suggest 

that Christianity disappeared through the process of secularisation; it did not, and still 

has not.8 Rather, my point is to emphasise that the challenges to Christian religious 

hegemony made possible other modes of domestic conduct and self-care. It is valuable to 

consider how different ways of knowing and forming the self according to the directives 

of priests, spiritualists, and psychiatrists have come to impact the design and conceptual 

configuration of our homes as places of spatial order, spiritual recuperation, and mental 

health (to name some of the concepts of ‘home’ discussed in this thesis). That is, how we 

have come to know and form ourselves through a soul-crafted interior. 

Contemporary Contexts  

The historical exposition of links between the different authorities and sources of 

domestic advice, the home, and the inhabiting self addresses a secondary aim of the 

thesis: to highlight the designer’s complementary role—their own source of authority 

and agency—in shaping self-formative practices. The study of specialist authorities 

(priests, spiritualists, and doctors), who wrote about and utilised the domestic interior to 

shape the identity and lives of domestic subjects, helps to position the designer’s role in 

parallel. Furthermore, the written instructions and understandings about the home 

and self in readily available guides, handbooks, and novels in the Victorian period 

compare to the contemporary designer’s plans and photographs that are intended to 

convey equally desirable spatial qualities and lifestyles.  

The Soul-Crafted Interior is not about interior photography per se. However, the 

medium offers a comparable mainstream guide for the shaping of the contemporary 

                                                                 
7 Rose, Governing the Soul, xi. 
8 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2007), 3. 
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inhabitant’s inner self and exterior domestic life. Thus, the study of interior photography 

through epistemologies of the self provides ground for further research. For example, It 

is a common criticism of contemporary architectural or interior photography that there is 

little concern to show the people intended to benefit from the carefully composed 

rooms—the people ‘actually’ occupying them—as though it was the architect’s ego on 

display, but not their client or the public for their art.9 However, there is another effect 

(as well as obscurantism) at work—a socio-psychological one—that concerns me. While 

images such as routinely appear in design and lifestyle magazines showcase the material 

characteristics and content of rooms, they also perform another role as triggers to the 

viewer’s imaginative inhabitation of the depicted environment. Design writer and critic 

Stanley Abercrombie explains that:  

an unpeopled photograph is not the same as an unpeopled room; in the 

former, the absence of people, opaque as they inevitably are, lets us see 

the designer’s work more clearly. Further, the illustrated room’s 

emptiness is an invitation, allowing us as voyeurs an easier projection 

of ourselves into the space.10  

According to Abercrombie, the photograph’s “emptiness” is what prompts viewers 

to project themselves into a room, thereby providing them with an understanding of what 

it would be like to inhabit it.11 Similarly, architectural historian Beatriz Colomina writes 

about visualising oneself in photographs of Adolf Loos’s unoccupied interiors. She 

explains “Looking at the photographs, it is easy to imagine oneself in these precise, static 

positions, usually indicated by the unoccupied furniture. The photographs suggest that it 

is intended that these spaces be comprehended by occupation, by using this furniture, by 

‘entering’ the photograph, by inhabiting it.”12 Colomina implies that imagining 

inhabitation though the photograph provides a certain completion or total understanding 

of the image. Her point provides an insight to the way that viewers creatively infer how 

                                                                 
9 Stanley Abercrombie, A Philosophy of Interior Design (Boulder: Westview Press 1990), 164. Bruno Zevi, 
Architecture as Space, Revised ed. (New York: Horizon Press, 1974), 216; Witold Rybczynski, Home: A 
Short History of an Idea (New York: Penguin Books, 1987), 17. For my contemplation of the links between 
designers and unoccupied photographs of rooms refer Vanessa Galvin, "Seeing the Unseen: This Is Not an 
Interior," in Occupation: Ruin, Repudiation, Revolution Constructed Space Conceptualized, ed. Lynn 
Churchill and Dianne Smith (London: Ashgate, 2015).  
10 Abercrombie, A Philosophy of Interior Design, 164. 
11 Abercrombie, A Philosophy of Interior Design, 164.  
12 Beatriz Colomina, Privacy and Publicity (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996), 234. 
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to live one’s life and occupy one’s home by engaging with an “unpeopled photograph” 

as Abercrombie describes it.13 

Like the Victorian ‘self-help guides,’ these photographic images of carefully 

designed, maintained, unoccupied rooms circulate within broader social formations and 

discourses to shape patterns of self-conduct, discipline, and power. As technical means 

and outcomes of the design professions, the images of rooms flood the media in support 

of design practices. Instagram, websites, and design blogs now accompany the 

traditional journal and magazine formats. The proliferation of images reflects their 

bearing as a social directive by conveying to us how space should appear, and by 

extrapolation, how we should live within the spaces, and amidst the material surfaces 

and objects they depict. The images are like cognitive or mental maps that encourage us 

to respond intuitively to our surroundings under the influence of media.  

However, there is little acknowledgement of the designer’s instructive role in 

individualising practices from within the design profession. Architects and designers 

appear to be blinded to the hand they play in the shaping of domestic life by the 

conventions of their own disciplines. Removing evidence of the inhabitant’s personal 

experience from plans and photographs masks the designer’s responsibility for the 

inhabitant’s contentedness, wellbeing, and productivity, for example. These are ethical 

concerns—or concerns of the soul—that can be satisfied through particular engagements 

with the built environment. The Scandinavians have a particular term for this dynamic 

and result, lagom, whereby the home is designed to find balance between comfort and 

restraint, which promises greater inner contentment. An Australian home design website 

translates the term as "enough, sufficient, adequate, just right, capturing the Swedish 

mentality that moderation and happiness are intertwined.”14 The term directly connects 

self-regulation and interior design practices and draws them into the realm of popular 

culture and fashion. The same website had previously advocated a comparative 

Scandinavian term, “hygge,” or ‘cosiness’ as the ideal to be adopted by the up-to-date 

home owner.15 

The problem of the inhabiting figure’s absence from mainstream design 

photography draws to mind Robin Evans’s condemnation of architecture’s role in 

                                                                 
13 Abercrombie, A Philosophy of Interior Design, 164. 
14 Sophie Miura, "This Scandinavian Design Trend Is Proven to Boost Happiness," Clique Media, 
http://www.mydomainehome.com.au/lagom/.paragraph 2 lines 2-4 
15 Miura, "This Scandinavian Design Trend Is Proven to Boost Happiness" para 2 line 1. 
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“obliterating vast areas of social experience” from “society at large.”16 His essay, 

“Figures, Doors and Passages,” 1997, is a catalyst for considering design outcomes that 

are elaborated by humanistic discourses and interpersonal relations. In the essay, Evans 

critiques the plan for failing to provide a sense of how it should be occupied despite its 

status as a vehicle for the expression of human relationships.17 He concludes that “there 

is surely another kind of architecture that would seek to give play to the things that have 

been so carefully masked by its antitype; arising out of the deep fascination that draws 

people towards others; an architecture that recognises passion, carnality and sociality.”18 

Evans’ essay is valuable for considering the kind of sentiments that architecture and 

interior design involve, particularly in the more intimate context of domestic 

architecture, where private experiences take place.  

Giving these types of design outputs the consideration that is due them, I turn to 

Nicolas Rose’s book, Governing the Soul, 1999. Rose, who has a particular interest in 

psychology and psychoanalytical disciplines, and the subject-positions associated with 

those disciplines and practices, considers how new modes of subjectivity are conceived 

and their understandings distributed.19 In the afterword to the second edition of his book, 

Rose cites the growing influence of the mass media on the modelling and normalisation 

of “selfhood and identity.”20 He largely makes his point by examining references to 

material artefacts composing the built environment.21 He explains that  

Our habitat is already inscribed with images, norms, evaluations and 

injunctions - from the architecture of our homes, the arrangement of our 

living quarters, the divisions of spatio-temporal existence into zones of 

leisure, labour, pleasure and desire, . . . Increasingly, these disseminate 

repertoires of the self in terms of ‘identities’: relatively standardised 

forms of individuality and personality, each equipped with a set of habits, 

dispositions, tastes and aspirations.22 

Rose describes standardised types of individuality that are broadcast through the 

“imagological world of television, radio, computer games, cinema and popular music,” 

                                                                 
16 Robin Evans, "Figures, Doors and Passages," in Translations from Drawing to Building and Other Essays 
(London: Architectural Associations Publications, 1997), 89. 
17 Evans, "Figures, Doors and Passages," 56-57.  
18 Evans, "Figures, Doors and Passages," 90. 
19 Rose, Governing the Soul, Back cover (Book Review Professor Paul Rabinow,  Department of Law, 
University of California.). 
20 Rose, Governing the Soul, 269. 
21 On ‘psy’ disciplines, see Nikolas Rose, Inventing Our Selves: Psychology, Power, Personhood, Cambridge 
Studies in the History of Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
22 Rose, Governing the Soul, 270. 
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as mediums for the modelling of social conduct and human behaviour.23 Regularly 

enacted through these contemporary mediums are examples of common human 

predicaments, quandaries, anxieties and tribulations, the solutions to which lead to the 

cultivation of idealised forms of adaptive selfhood.24 Rose cites “contingencies of family 

relations and sexual relationships, of economic aspirations and lifestyles, of illnesses and 

bereavement, of the prospect of death” as examples of situations that require resolutions 

and choices.25 Enlarged within these “little ethical scenarios” are standardised groupings 

of motivations, sensitivities, thoughts, feelings, prejudices, and decisions, that 

characterise different responses and thereby individualise the subject as a ‘type’.26 Rose 

explains that “These representations of dilemmas and means of coping with them cast a 

grid of visibility over existence, they single out certain types of events as significant and 

problematic at the very same time as make certain ways of conducting oneself thinkable 

and possible.” 27  

Although he does not mention the term, Rose would likely understand 

inhabitation—that is, a means of occupying and drawing meaning and self-awareness 

from buildings and interior spaces—to be a tool of self-forming activity. Importantly, he 

highlights the plurality of subjectivities that the mass media present as different 

instantiations of power and knowledge. Rose draws our attention to the diverse ways in 

which occupants relate to their surroundings, their reasons for constraining themselves as 

they do, as well as the multiple roles of the interior in matters of the self.  

William M. Taylor and Michael P. Levine’s book, Prospects for an Ethics of 

Architecture (2011), sharpens the focus of Rose’s commentary on the self by turning to 

theory of the built environment. The book alerts readers to “new opportunities for ethical 

reflection in architecture and adjacent design professions,” interior design being among 

these professions.28 Taylor and Levine establish a multilateral connection between the 

techniques by which individuals engage with the built environment to seek a sense of 

wholeness.29 The authors explain that the “desires, needs, commitments and values” that 

                                                                 
23 Rose, Governing the Soul, 270. 
24 Rose, Governing the Soul, 265,270. 
25 Rose, Governing the Soul, 265. 
26 Rose, Governing the Soul, 270. 
27 Rose, Governing the Soul, 270. 
28 Taylor and Levine, Prospects for an Ethics of Architecture, 3,191. 
29 Taylor and Levine, Prospects for an Ethics of Architecture, 76. 
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drive self-formative practices often derive from domains of knowledge that seem 

unrelated to architecture and design, a point which my thesis supports.30 

This thesis positions itself within the critical tradition adopted by Rose, and Taylor 

and Levine, and takes the opportunity to find hitherto under-acknowledged value in the 

practices of interior design in relation to the psycho-social dynamics associated with the 

“care of the self.”31 As a key source, the thesis relates to Rose’s thinking in two principal 

ways. On the one hand it seeks to enlarge, by further theoretical elaboration and case 

studies, Rose’s interest in the regulation of selfhood through the mass media.32 On the 

other hand, it seeks to understand the ‘scientised’ self through the built environment, 

which is an area of research aligned with Taylor and Levine’s. The following section 

offers further detail about my rationale and methodological approach to the study of the 

inhabiting self. 

Methods (Intellectual Trajectory)  

‘What is today?’ Understanding Ourselves Through Foucault’s Historical Method 

What Foucault termed an “ontology of ourselves” demonstrates that insights into 

contemporary social arrangements and experiences of inhabitation can be revealed by 

challenging the discourses, practices and institutions that shape these with their own 

history.33 This is what is meant by writing a ‘history of the present’. The Soul-Crafted 

Interior seeks to contribute to our history as inhabiting subjects by revealing some of the 

diverse ways in which historical practices outside the design professions have utilised 

the built environment to shape the understanding of the self in domestic life. 

The task is supported by Foucault’s genealogical method. The project of genealogy 

in this study is to “reactivate” (Foucault) past understandings of the links between the 

home, its governing agents, and domestic subjects that have been forgotten, concealed, 

or subjugated by our current experience as inhabitants of a home interior.34 The role of 

history is integral to the task of genealogy, because: 

                                                                 
30 Taylor and Levine, Prospects for an Ethics of Architecture, 5.4. 
31 See Michel Foucault, The Care of the Self, vol. 3, The History of Sexuality (Vintage Books, 1988). 
32 Rose, Governing the Soul, 269. 
33 Michel Foucault, "Kant on Enlightenment and Revolution," Economy and Society 15, no. 1 (1986): 96, 94. 
34 Michel Foucault, "Lectures at the College De France, 7 January 1976," in Society Must Be Defended, ed. 
Arnold I. Davison, Lectures at the College De France (Picador, 2003), 10. 
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historical contents alone allow us to see the dividing lines in the 

confrontations and struggles that functional arrangements or systematic 

organizations are designed to mask. Subjugated knowledges are, then, 

blocks of historical knowledges that were present in the functional and 

systematic ensembles, but which were masked, and the critique was able to 

reveal their existence by using, obviously enough, the tools of scholarship.35 

Foucault continues, “Genealogy is, then, a sort of attempt to desubjugate historical 

knowledges, to set them free, or in other words, to enable them to oppose and struggle 

against the coercion of a unitary, formal and scientific theoretical discourse.”36 I 

demonstrate the genealogy by uncovering certain resemblances in the day-to-day play of 

social relations, involving the occupant’s manipulation of and interaction with the domestic 

interior according to directives of authors, including priests, spiritualists, and psychiatrists, 

for self-formative ends. The resemblances that I describe link the different systems of 

thought that constrained the ways that individuals conceived of, spoke about, and judged 

the interior, and conducted themselves in it in a way that continues to shape our 

contemporary experience.37  

Although Foucault later abandoned the term, his “tools of scholarship” include his 

archaeological method.38 The role of archaeology is to investigate how historically 

conditional ways of inhabiting domestic environments were shaped by systems of 

thought that made them seem just as “natural or essential” as our own, as philosopher 

John Rajchman has explained.39 The undertaking involves an attempt to establish the 

framework of understandings, or the conditions of possibility, that normalised varied 

ways of knowing and inhabiting the domestic interior.40 Uncovering the conditions of 

possibility for each understanding of the inhabiting self identified in the thesis begins the 

process of tracing subjugated knowledges through their “general system of . . . formation 

and transformation.”41 Foucault described his alternative organisation of history via the 

                                                                 
35 Foucault, "Lectures at the College De France, 7 January 1976," 7. 
36 Foucault, "Lectures at the College De France, 7 January 1976," 10. 
37 Rose, Governing the Soul, vii. 
38 Foucault, "Lectures at the College De France, 7 January 1976," 7. 
39 John Rajchman, "Foucault's Art of Seeing," October 44 (1988): 93.  
40 Foucault describes epistemological fields that limit ways of knowing and experience to time and culture, 
in The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (London: Routledge 2002), 174-175, 211-
212. See also Michel Foucault, The Order of Things [Les Mots et les choses] (New York: Rouledge Classics, 
2002), xvi-xxvi. 
41 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 146. 
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subject as a “general history.”42 It opposes the conventional notion of a “total history” 

that implies a linear or chronological sequence of events.43  

In this thesis, reconstruction of the conditions of possibility for a particular 

inhabiting subject’s understanding of themselves through the interior is achieved through 

a process of intertextual discourse analysis. Foucaultian discourse differs from the 

ordinary usage of the term, which is limited to written or verbal communication. Here, 

the word refers to a language or vocabulary of historically and culturally specific 

concepts, practices, words, and the material evidence of these that are defined by 

disciplinary rules of production. Discourse analysis demands consistent evidence of an 

idea “across a range of archives and sites,” as cultural historian Nicholas Green 

explains.44 Primary material supporting chapter claims have been sought in various 

historical sources, comprising medical journals and books, design guides, newspapers, 

periodicals, religious documents, spiritualist treatise, and historical fiction. These 

documents contain the conventional and ‘new’ knowledges about the inhabiting selves 

that animate this thesis.  

Key Sources 

The Soul-Crafted Interior engages a series of contemporary thinkers who adopt and 

or build upon Foucault’s approach to the history of subjectivity through their 

considerations of ascetic practices, knowledge systems, power, and the governance of 

communities and populations. These authors establish a critical tradition which my thesis 

is part of. I have already mentioned Nikolas Rose and his interest in individualities and 

the psychoanalytic disciplines. In addition to Governing the Soul: The Shaping of the 

Private Self (1989), he is well known for another book, Inventing Our Selves: 

Psychology, Power Personhood (1998), which describes the role that the psychoanalytic 

professions play in our self-understanding.45  

Ian Hacking also explores psychiatry’s fabrication of identities. His chapter 

“Making Up People” (1986), uses the title phrase to describe how the scientific 

                                                                 
42 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 10. 
43 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 10. 
44 Nicholas Green, The Spectacle of Nature: Landscape and Bourgeois Culture in Nineteenth Century France 
(Manchester: Manchester University press, 1990), 3. 
45 Rose, Inventing Our Selves: Psychology, Power, Personhood. 



 

13 

disciplines formulate and manage certain kinds of people and their problems.46 My 

methodological approach to the genealogy of the domestic subject is influenced in part 

by Hacking’s attention to “attempts to scientize the soul” in his book about the 

emergence of the theory of multiple personality, Rewriting the Soul (1995).47 Here, 

Hacking discusses how the medicalisation of memory provided psychiatrists with 

authority on matters of the soul, which had traditionally been in the religious domain. 

The psychiatric understanding of the soul provided individuals with a secular means of 

acquiring self-knowledge and shaping their identity. My thesis draws on Hacking’s 

insight to show the ways in which different authorities—priests, spiritualists, and 

psychiatrists—gained access to the soul in both religious and secular ways.  

Sociologist Monica Greco, offers another perspective on the self through her 

examination of ‘healthism’. Greco’s view of wellness as a moral duty has partly 

informed my consideration of bereaved individuals in the nineteenth century, as well as 

my outlook on neurasthenia or ‘nervousness’ as a character problem. Greco’s phrase the 

“duty to be well” takes on nuance in households afflicted by the death of a child, and 

others that were vulnerable to the demands of ‘invalid’ women.48  

By contrast, Paul Hirst and Penny Woolley’s Social Relations and Human Attributes 

(1982), takes a different, interdisciplinary approach to their study of the subject which 

they evaluate through themes like mental illness and witchcraft. Memorably, Hirst and 

Wooley use the example of feral children to describe the dichotomy of environmental 

versus genetic factors bearing on character formation.49 The theme, which often 

accompanies debates like nature versus nurture, becomes relevant at several moments in 

my thesis. For example, the conception in some circles that spending time in a madman’s 

house could induce insanity in the home’s new occupant. Or, in another sense, that 

fussing over little girls in matters of child rearing failed to build their emotional 

resilience in later life. A grown woman’s lack of resilience to stress was a personal 

shortcoming that often impaired the home’s “moral atmosphere.”50 

                                                                 
46 Ian Hacking, "Making up People," in Reconstructing Individualism, ed. Thomas C. Heller, Morton Sosna, 
and David E. Wellbery (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1986), 222. 
47 Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, 6. 
48 Monica Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’. Personal Agency within Medical 
Rationality," Economy and Society 22, no. 3 (1993): Title. 
49 Paul Hirst and Penny Woolley, Social Relations and Human Attributes (London: Tavistock, 1982), 44-60. 
50 S. Weir Mitchell, Fat and Blood and How to Make Them (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1877), 32.  
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Beyond the psychoanalytic disciplines, historian of political thought, philosophy, 

and the humanities, Ian Hunter provides insight into a novel means of producing selves 

in the nineteenth-century. His article “Reading Character” (1983), describes how 

‘reading’ the moral content of literary character was a self-forming practice.51 I build on 

his point to consider how domestic spaces were characterised in historical fiction to 

influence the readers’ engagement with their own surroundings.  

William M Taylor’s analysis of Robert Kerr's The Gentleman's House (1864), 

furthered my understanding of Hunter’s relevance to the built environment.52 Taylor 

explains that Kerr’s gentleman was a personally meaningful model in which readers saw 

themselves represented, because they shared his characteristic likes and dislikes, tastes 

and spatial aspirations. Specifically, Kerr’s gentleman was someone through whom they 

could imagine comfort and its incorporation into everyday domestic life. Taylor observes 

that “The inhabitant’s accommodation to its surroundings served to articulate a moral 

condition through which a state of domesticity became a vehicle for the production of 

self-knowledge.”53 Importantly, Taylor highlights the significance of Kerr’s gentleman 

as a vestige of the designer’s contemporary practice. He writes,  

At the drawing board, few designers work without someone in mind: a 

client perhaps . . . Similarly, it would not be uncommon for a design 

student to “walk” someone through a project as a way of explaining its 

salient points. In such cases, the imaginary figure in a room or landscape 

comes to share the same space of interpretation as the critic just as a 

reader might be said to identify with a character in a novel.54  

Taylor’s insight and method are a good foundation for further thinking about the 

role of the literary interior in the processes of self-creation. That is, as a way for readers 

to determine their moral position, which, in turn, structured their relation to their home.  

Rather than focussing on comfort, my analysis involving Hunter is about the 

reader’s inner response to discomfort, via a subversive representation of domesticity, 

choregraphed through techniques of Gothic literature. For this reason, my study of 

Bertha Mason and her garret in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) aligns with Mark 

                                                                 
51 Ian Hunter, "Reading Character," Southern Review 16, no. 2 (1983).  
52 See Chapter 6, “Characterising Life at Home,” especially 163-173, William M. Taylor, The Vital 
Landscape: Nature and the Built Environment in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Burlington, VT Ashgate, 
2004). William M. Taylor, "Characterizing the Inhabitant in Robert Kerr's the Gentleman's House, 1864," 
Design Issues 18, no. 3 (2002). 
53 Taylor, "Characterizing the Inhabitant," 28. 
54 Taylor, "Characterizing the Inhabitant." 27-28. 
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Taylor’s book chapter “Hidden Spaces: Cavities, Garrets and Cellars—Morbid Secrets 

and Threatening Discoveries” (2013).55 In it, Taylor examines adverse depictions of 

domestic life in literature though Gothic conventions that use concealed or locked spaces 

in the home as the object of a character’s fear and suspense. Jane Eyre is among his 

analyses. Taylor explores a connection between certain rooms and the protagonist’s 

mind in Jane Eyre, partly by calling on Karen Chase’s book Eros and Psyche (1983), 

which is a text that I also refer to.56  

Also concerning architecture, Charles Rice’s emphasis on the historical specificity 

of dwelling through his discussion of the “private individual” in his book The 

Emergence of the Interior 2007, is foundational to my approach to the inhabiting 

subject.57 An explanatory pitfall that he describes involves an assumption of historical 

continuity that surfaces through the inhabiting subject. The problem often presents as an 

anachronistic view of dwelling that fails to acknowledge the interpretive limitations of 

our own contemporary experience. He writes, “This nineteenth-century emergence of the 

figure of the private individual is ripe for uptake with an eternal conception of 

dwelling.”58 Each of the chapters contained in The Soul-Crafted Interior respond to 

Rice’s point by describing the conditions of possibility that produced certain 

appearances of the interior and particular inhabiting relations to those appearances. Like 

for example, the ‘Spirited Interior,’ as I describe one manifestation, and spiritualists’ 

extraordinary relation to seemingly ordinary household furniture.  

Annmarie Adams’ book Architecture in the Family Way: Doctors, Houses, and 

Women, 1870-1900 (1996), prompted my consideration of medical authority over 

domestic space, as well as the home as a site and source of women’s agency.59  In 

addition, Adams’ study of a certain feminine state as contaminating, namely childbirth, 

has been influential to my thinking about the neurasthenic women’s segregation in the 

                                                                 
55 Mark Taylor, "Hidden Spaces: Cavities, Attics and Cellars - Morbid Secrets and Threatening Discoveries," 
in Domestic Interiors Representing Homes from the Victorians to the Moderns, ed. Georgina Downey 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 
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57 Charles Rice, The Emergence of the Interior (New York: Routledge, 2007), 26. 
58 Rice, The Emergence of the Interior, 26. 
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home.60 I add Jacques Donzelot among the theorists who have guided my analysis of the 

intersection between the subject, the home, knowledge, and power. His book The 

Policing of Families (1979), highlights the struggle for authority between priests and 

doctors in the domestic realm in a way that partly compares to my analyses.61 Each of 

these theorists’ ideas contributes concepts and elements for a theoretical ‘toolbox’ as 

Foucault describes his varied methods, to establish and illustrate my key themes as they 

relate to the built environment. The following sections elaborate the methodological and 

theoretical detail of some of these themes, beginning with a synopsis of ascetic practices 

and their relevance to our everyday lives.  

Soul-Craft: Forming the Self Through Ascetic Practice 

The soul’s governability leads to the contemplation of its crafting by the self to 

achieve certain personal states of fulfilment, wholeness or improvement. Foucault 

described the methods by which individuals attained such states as technologies of the 

self. These technologies 

permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a 

certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, 

conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain 

a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immorality.62 

In the passage Foucault describes the measures that individuals undertake to form 

themselves. Foucault described these practices of the self as “asceticism in a very 

broad sense.”63 

Asceticism is a cultural mechanism for the control of an individual’s thoughts and 

behaviours that has Christian origins. Terms like abstinence, self-denial and moderation 

form the language of Christian teaching. Despite this genealogy, ascetic practices 

continue to operate in vestigial forms across each of the case studies in the thesis and 

into our present day. Geoffrey Harpham’s book, The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and 

Criticism (1987), offers a view of asceticism that includes any form of personal control 

                                                                 
60 Architecture in the Family Way, Doctors, Houses and Women, 1870-1900, 103-128. 
61 Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1979). 
62 Foucault, "Technologies of the Self," 18. 
63 Michel Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " in Michel Foucault Beyond 
Structuralism and Hermeneutics, ed. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow (USA: The University of Chicago 
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or resistance, without being limited to its Christian denotation.64 By personal control, 

therefore, Harpham is referring to “any act of self-denial undertaken as a strategy of 

empowerment or gratification.”65 

As relations between power and knowledge transform cultures, so do the techniques 

of self-evaluation and the objectives of asceticism.66 Ian Hunter summarises Foucault’s 

argument in the History of Sexuality (1978), when he explains that the more secular 

techniques of interrogation and confession  

are freed from their singular attachment to the church and to church 

ritual, and start to appear in a wide variety of apparatuses and institutions: 

in the keeping of diaries; in the apparatus of self-interrogation and the 

formation of conscience characteristic of puritanism; in the first modern 

forms of biography and autobiography; and in secular practices of 

counselling and interviewing found increasingly in the secular domain, 

and in the educational institutions in particular.67  

Hunter’s commentary is supported by Harpham’s “loose” view of ascetic practice.68 

Harpham explains that adopting the position that is shared by Foucault, Hunter, and 

Hacking makes it possible to locate the “spirit of asceticism . . . in wholly secular 

practices and institutions.”69 In other words, there are connections between the Christian 

and secular understanding of asceticism. This broad view of asceticism links the 

different forms of self-forming practices involving the interior. Accordingly, I pay 

attention to the practical exchanges between knowledge systems, namely the relationship 

between Christianity on the one hand and spiritualism and psychiatry on the other. The 

conceptual exchange between these discourses is key to the process of the subject’s and 

the interior’s transformation.70 Changes to ascetic practices as part of secular life 

correspond to a shift in the soul’s conception, whereby the medicalised mind overrides 

the religious understanding of the soul. The shift leads us closer to understanding our 

contemporary inhabiting relation to the interior. 

64 Geoffrey Galt Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press 1993), xiii. 
65 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, xiii. 
66 Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " 241. 
67 Hunter, "Reading Character," 233. 
68 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, xiii. 
69 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, xiii. 
70 See Foucault’s discussion of “adjacent fields” in The Archaeology of Knowledge, 32. See also Foucault, 
The Archaeology of Knowledge, 62-88,190. 
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‘Making Up’ People: Power, Subjectivity, Resistance 

Central to my proposition are the different ways in which some people in positions 

of authority (like priests, spiritualists, and doctors) who were expert in the management 

of other people (like sinners, the aggrieved, the nervous) came to define domestic 

inhabitants and thus directed them towards adopting certain modes of behaviour. This 

involves the study of power. While Rose and Hacking have focussed on the 

psychoanalytic disciplines, I enlarge on the idea to include authoritative figures beyond 

the sciences, who were concerned to normalise ‘proper’ domestic dispositions and 

behaviours. Priests, spiritualists, psychiatrists, and other ‘expert’ writers normalised the 

actions and behaviour of inhabitants in the domestic realm. These figures of authority, 

with the support of the institutions and knowledge structures that they represented, 

devised and legitimised ways of managing personal flaws of conscience, ethical conduct, 

and character, that were commonly recognised (and treated) at home.  

However, the workings of power are not as narrowly determined as the preceding 

paragraph might suggest. “Where there is power, there is resistance,” Foucault advises.71 

Barry Hindess elaborates the point in his book Discourses of Power (2001). He explains 

that the study of power according to Foucault necessitates "the 'total structure of actions 

brought to bear' on the actions of others in particular cases, and of the resistances and 

evasions encountered by those actions."72 This means that while relations of hierarchical 

power are present between an individual and an authority, without the prospect of 

recalcitrance, there are no relations of power to speak of.73  

Accordingly, in the examples of domestic life that I describe, I show that certain 

subjects assert their freedom and resist power through particular acts of self-care and 

self-fashioning. This is significant because the study of these relations of power also 

investigates the potential for agency and free will. My approach aligns with Taylor and 

Levine’s research, that is “concerned less with any all-encompassing theory of being or 

dwelling, than with understanding how our daily lives are guided by commanding, 

though variable and ultimately contingent sensibilities over which there may be some 

control, some freedom to resist or reinvent.”74 I will show that changes in knowledge 
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72 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 220. in Barry Hindess, Discourse of Power: From Hobbes 
to Foucault (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 101. 
73 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 219-20, 224. 
74 Taylor and Levine, Prospects for an Ethics of Architecture, 3.  



 

19 

about the self and home as a tool of power saw types of authority and domestic figures 

drawn in and out of the historical spotlight and the home. 

Thesis Structure  

The thesis is divided into three parts that map the emergence of the secular self in its 

relation to the domestic interior. The storylines of the priests, spiritualists, and 

psychiatrists, and the subject positions associated with these agents, organise the content 

of each of the chapters. They provide an insight into the workings and processes of 

pastoral power in the home that were not wholly directed through the Church. The shift 

toward a secular world follows an evolution that I reflect in the order of chapters, with 

the aim of providing an overall picture of nineteenth-century domestic life. 

Part One, ‘The Soul,’ is composed of Chapter One exclusively. It describes a time 

when the inhabiting subject’s relation to the home was largely structured through 

Christian teaching. Here, I establish the groundwork or origins of our contemporary 

understanding of ourselves as inhabitants of an interior. I discuss the effect of pastoral 

power on the self and how this influenced the home. The discussion includes the home’s 

division into public and private domains of responsibility according to gender—or 

separate spheres—and the distribution of labour associated with the divide. A woman’s 

primary duty of caring for her home and family, as well as practices of home economy, 

feature in the private domain. In addition, I use scriptural evidence of the ideal of 

feminine purity to show how moral codes for women translated into the design of the 

bourgeois drawing room.  

A recognition of the Christian feminine self reflected in domestic space adds a depth 

to our contemporary understanding of the historical interior. It is a foundation that has 

been largely forgotten or “ignored,” as Geoffrey Harpham would label the obscuration.75 

I justify my point, firstly, by critiquing Mario Praz’s peripheral categorisation of Samuel 

Butler’s painting of evangelical life, Family Prayers (1864), in his book An Illustrated 

History of Interior Decoration from Pompei to Art Nouveau, (1964).76 Secondly, I 

consider how the Christian underpinnings of the home and self have been forgotten by 

reflecting on George P. Landow’s book about typology, Victorian Types, Victorian 

                                                                 
75 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, xiii. 
76 Mario Praz, An Illustrated History of Interior Decoration from Pompei to Art Nouveau (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 2008). 



 

20 

Shadows (1980).77 Typology is a largely forgotten yet once common mode of 

referencing the Old Testament in art, painting, and literature in the Victorian period. I 

use the overlooked status of typological allusions to highlight the similarly ‘lost’ value 

of scripture for understanding women’s conduct and personal adornment in relation to 

the domestic interior. The extent to which the female subjects moderated Protestant 

values like household economy and modesty through their interiors was a measure by 

which they could know themselves and recognise others. For example, I show how 

socialite Lady Clavering’s aristocratic drawing room in William Thackeray’s The 

History of Pendennis (1848-50) disregarded personal ideals according to scripture, and 

thus she was categorized as a sinner.78  

Part Two, ‘The Spirit,’ comprising Chapters Two and Three, is about the domestic 

management of grief via spiritualist beliefs and practices. Spiritualism is a good example 

of how the encouragement of self-improvement called upon the interior to provide 

consolation, an ingredient for spiritual recuperation in a secular context. The modern 

spiritualist movement began in America in 1848 with the Hydesville Rappings. These 

were table rappings, interpreted by two young sisters as the communications of a peddler 

who was rumoured to have been murdered in their home.79 From this occurrence, 

spiritualism evolved in ways that allowed bereaved householders to entertain the 

prospect of interactions with the souls of their deceased kin through ordinary furniture 

and contents. Spiritualism’s consolatory function sets up two critical paths for the thesis. 

First, it initiates a discussion about a sentiment of emotional wellness as an ideal 

personal state to be cultivated at home. Second, it privileges the interior as a place and 

means of spiritual comfort.  

Spiritualism is relevant for understanding the secularisation of the home and self 

because of the challenges it posed to the norms and conventional accounts of Victorian 

domestic life. For example, the possibility of spirit communication required a particular 

and mostly contentious view of the afterlife, and an interpretation of scripture that drew 

protests from the more traditional Christian contingent. In addition, the paranormal 

occurrences characteristic of spiritualism drew the content and limits of normative 

domestic life into question. Both chapters Two and Three highlight the dichotomy 
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between imagined regimes and the empirical bases for understanding and managing the 

self within the domestic environment. 

Chapter Two introduces the spiritualist interior. I undertake a close reading of 

Georgina Houghton’s book, Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance (1881), and use it as a 

model to show how Victorian women transformed their Christian homes into 

phantasmagorical realms.80 I analyse how Houghton drew personal meaning and value 

from her home through the memories it conjured. To do this I undertake a novel 

interpretation of vitalism and memory in John Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture 

(1849).81 In this important text, Ruskin describes architecture as soulful, and expressive 

of past life in a way that aligns to the spiritualist interior. In addition, I discuss the 

productive connection between Victorian ideals of femininity and feminine rooms—

especially the drawing room—as an ideal setting for séances and spiritualist animation. 

As a related theme, I consider the spiritualist interior’s empowerment of sensitive or 

mediumistic women, as Houghton turned her home into a reputable place of paid work. 

Chapter Three describes the emergence of spiritual comfort in the home by 

exploring how spiritualists formed an intimate and meaningful connection to the home’s 

furniture and contents. As a part of the discussion, I undertake an analysis of Morrel 

Theobald’s book, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle (1887). In addition, I consider how 

Theobald used his manuscript as both “scientific proof” and a public platform to 

authenticate Spiritualism as a ‘truth claim’ and legitimate way of life for the greater good 

of all individuals.82 This involves a discussion of the text through Foucault’s term 

parrhesia, which is a “verbal activity” where the speaker “risks his life” to articulate his 

personal relation to the truth.83 I describe how Theobald jeopardised his reputation as a 

rational, reputable human being to promote his spiritualist agenda and his interior’s role 

in proving spiritualism to be a legitimate way of life. 

Part Three, ‘The Mind,’ which includes Chapters Four, Five and Six, transfers my 

discussion about the soul to the inhabitant’s mind or psyche. The shift signals the 

increased influence of empirical modes of self-understanding though the interior that 

valued material evidence over faith. Chapter Four bridges the transition from 

                                                                 
80 Georgina Houghton, Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance Prefaced and Welded Together by a Species of 
Autobiograhy (London: Trubner & Co., 1881). 
81 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Sixth ed. (Kent: George Allen, 1889). 
82 Morell Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle: An Autobiographic Narrative of Psychic Phenomena 
in Family Daily Life Extending over a Period of Twenty Years (London: T Fisher Unwin, 1887), 10. 
83 Michel Foucault, Fearless Speech (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2001), 19. 



 

22 

spiritualism’s fantasy realm to the home as a place of ‘reason’ with an analysis of Bertha 

Mason’s literary circumstances in the attic in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847). The 

study considers the authority of creative fiction as a way of shaping domestic identity by 

guiding the reader’s moral responses to representations of character, conduct and home 

life. To do this, I extend Ian Hunter’s view of character alignment to evaluate the moral 

quality of the interior, particularly Bertha’s garret as Brontë depicts it in the novel.84  

Bertha’s hysteria disordered the norms and standards of behaviour appropriate to 

Victorian domestic life. Brontë indicates Bertha’s non-conforming status by confining 

her to the home’s garret. I explore Brontë’s use of Gothic techniques to characterise 

Bertha and her apposite setting in order to reflect their shared status as ‘other,’ proper to 

each other, and as ‘fictional’ realms. In addition, Bertha’s role as invalid prompts my 

analysis of the garret as a deviant ‘sick room,’ and correspondingly the off limits and 

obsolete nature of her care. The literary devices that Brontë employed impelled readers 

to imagine interior spaces, their occupation, and the moral implications of unseemly 

settings and behaviours. I compare Bertha’s garret to the representation of normative 

domestic space in the home’s remaining areas, and infer what the difference meant for 

the reader’s understanding of self through the interior. 85  

Chapter Five draws the inhabiting subject into a more definitively medicalised or 

“psy shaped space,” as Rose would describe it.86 The chapter depicts the everyday lives 

of women who suffered from nervous exhaustion or neurasthenia. American neurologist 

George Miller Beard attributed the cause of neurasthenia to modern civilization—“steam 

power, the periodical press, the telegraph, the sciences and the mental activity of 

women.”87 The disease affected both men and women, but importantly, the approach to 

treatment was adapted to the needs of each gender. Medical professionals often 

encouraged men outdoors. By contrast, they isolated nervous women at home, as part of 

a therapy developed by neurologist Silas Weir Mitchell called the ‘rest cure.’ The 

chapter describes why Mitchell assigned the rest cure to women and how he came to 

“know women” by observing, diagnosing and treating them through the interior.88 

                                                                 
84 Hunter, "Reading Character." 
85 Hunter, "Reading Character." 
86 Rose, Governing the Soul, 265. 
87 George Miller  Beard, American Nervousness Its Causes and Consequences (New York G.P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1881), vi. 
88 S. Weir Mitchell, Doctor and Patient (London: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1888), 10. 
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The chapter produces clear evidence of the changed function of pastoral power by 

highlighting the Christian origins of a nascent psychosomatic psychology involving the 

domestic interior. To do this, I undertake a close reading of Mitchell’s writing on the rest 

cure, which is detailed primarily in his treatise Fat and Blood and How to Make Them, 

(1877).89 The study shows how neurasthenia in women was a character problem 

conceived in medical terms. Mitchell’s “moral medication” for this flaw included 

strategies like seclusion and ‘talk therapy’ for administering to the thoughts and conduct 

of his patients.90 His techniques purported to help them to attain an ideal feminine 

disposition by recognising their obligation to be healthy or “duty to be well.”91 Such self-

understanding and reflection facilitated their return to ordinary domestic life. 

Importantly, I show how some women resisted Mitchell’s medical control; some feigned 

illness to reject their conventional role and inhabit the home as they pleased (by 

remaining idle bourgeois women).  

Women’s opposition to the rest cure intensifies in Chapter Six, where I discuss 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s polemic on the rest cure, The Yellow Wallpaper (1892). My 

analysis highlights a power struggle between doctors and women to assert control over 

the forms and settings for ‘acceptable’ domestic behaviour.92 The protagonist’s 

disturbing engagement with the interior points to her desire for independence and an 

urgency to break the conventionalised relations of power, knowledge and subjectivity in 

the home that impeded women’s progress. By references to elements of the domestic 

interior, namely the wallpaper, Gilman also criticises Victorian domestic architecture as 

a setting for the oppression of women. The Yellow Wallpaper concludes my study, which 

charts a shift from the Christian morality described in Chapter One to the more secular 

modes self-fulfilment and identity in the home explored in subsequent chapters.  

 

                                                                 
89 Mitchell, Fat and Blood  
90 S. Weir. Mitchell, Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System : Especially in Women (Philadelphia: Heanry 
C. Lea's Son & Co, 1881), 228. referenced in S. Weir Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc., in 
Relation to Psychotherapy  " The Journal of the American Medical Association L, no. 25 (1908): 2035.  
91 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’." 
92 Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady Women, Madness and English Culture (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1985), 142.  
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PART ONE : THE SOUL 
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Chapter One Soul-Craft, Sinners and Profane 

Parlours–The Bourgeois Interior’s 

Evangelical Origins 

This chapter explores a fundamental relationship between the inhabiting subject and 

the domestic interior that emerged in Britain and culturally aligned, Anglophone nations 

toward the end of the eighteenth century. At the core of the union was the belief that the 

“Spirit of God” was present in every man’s “heart” or ‘soul.’1 This belief was linked to 

understanding the interior as an outward expression of the inhabitant’s inner self. In 

other words, the interior became a privileged means to self-understanding and identity. 

The chapter introduces the primary beliefs, strategies, and practices that structured the 

Protestant Christian inhabitant’s relation to the domestic interior. This important 

connection contains the psychosocial mechanics or basis of an underacknowledged 

historical continuity, so that behind contemporary concerns for home-making 

(designing) and domestic comfort, one can detect strains of Christian belief, devotion, 

and redemption. As a result, I establish a point of origin from which our modern 

interiors, and how we live within them, have evolved. 

The chapter describes how the moral codes of Protestant Christianity, in particular 

those of radical evangelicalism, translated into codes for the design of the bourgeois or 

secular interior. Evangelicalism emerged from England’s established church—the 

Anglican Church or the Church of England—in the eighteenth century.2 Evangelicals 

shared in the Puritan ideals of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that sought to 

reform the established church’s Catholic heritage.3 They did this by minimising the 

                                                                 
1 John Charles Ryle, Knots Untied : Being Plain Statements on Disputed Points in Religion from the 
Standpoint of an Evangelical Churchman, 10th ed. (London: William Hunt and Company, 1885), 118. 
2 Evangelicalism is one of three overarching “schools of thought” within the Church of England: “The High 
Church, The Broad Church, and Evangelicalism”; see Ryle, Knots Untied, 2. The high church, by contrast to 
evangelicalism, supported the Catholic lineage of the Church of England. They promoted pulpit preaching, 
sacrament, ceremony, and the ornamentation of ecclesiastic space, that the evangelicals opposed. The 
broad church were the minority division that adopted a less literal approach to the interpretation of 
scripture. Within each category there are numerous subdivisions. See Ryle, Knots Untied, 2.  
3 Despite many overlapping values and beliefs, the historical limits of the thesis curb the discussion of the 
Puritan regime, which also formed an essential relationship to the home in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. For example, Catherine Hall describes the centralised role that the “household” 
played for evangelicals but also their predecessors, the Puritans, in their pursuit of the Church of 
England’s reform. See Catherine Hall, "The Sweet Delights of Home," in A History of Private Life: From the 
Fires of Revolution to the Great War, ed. Michelle Perrot, A History of Private Life (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), 55. The creative writings of Puritan 
authors like John Milton (1608-1674), and Hannah More (1745-1833), continued to influence the 
evangelicals late into the nineteenth century. 
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importance of church rituals like liturgy, sacrament, and ornament, while emphasising 

the supremacy of scripture for guiding one’s life and personal conduct. 

What has been left underexplored in the rich literature concerned with the Victorian 

interior, and what I will tackle, is the contribution of evangelical ideals to the appearance 

and conception of non-religious interiors. I draw this inference from Mario Praz’s 

discussion of Samuel Butler’s painting, Family Prayers (1864), in his classic book, An 

Illustrated History of Interior Decoration; From Pompeii to Art Nouveau, published in 

1964. Refer to Figure 1.1. 

Figure 1.1 Samuel Butler, Family Prayers, 1864 

Oil on Canvas 39.3 x 49.5cm Collection: St John’s College, University of Cambridge.  Family Prayers has 
been reproduced by permission of the Master and Fellows of St John’s College, Cambridge. 

Praz’s book catalogues a series of images that portray the material contents and 

appearance of interiors from different nations and epochs. Importantly, Praz dedicates a 
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section to “The Styleless Interior” wherein he categorises Family Prayers.4 The painting 

depicts a mid-century drawing room within an evangelical home. The room’s contents are 

sparse and basic, showing the orderliness, decorative simplicity, behavioural restraint, and 

sombre tones that were shared with ecclesiastic spaces. Importantly, the austerity of 

domestic life and surroundings in an ordinary and respectable evangelical home is 

anomalous to the series of images of stately interiors in Praz’s book. Praz elaborates: 

We have on several occasions observed how there exists a kind of room 

which does not seem to move with the times, which is colorless, or 

unrepresentative: kitchens, artists, studios, dining rooms of humble 

people. Still other rooms are in fact representative of a period and of an 

atmosphere, but they give a generic, reduced, blunted idea of them, like 

statistics or the ‘other distinguishing marks’ on a passport. In this 

category we place the oil painting, Family Prayers.5 

In being “styleless,” the room in the painting stands out in the illustrated history that 

Praz has compiled, in which period interiors are expected to “move with” or represent 

the times.6 Family Prayers departs from the period’s dominant representations, and this 

is indicative of the kind of interior which is not sufficiently represented in historical 

accounts. This omission hides the role that religion played in the construction of the 

bourgeois interior’s appearance. Family Prayers appears to be an anomalous historical 

case, even according to Praz. Despite the painting’s peripheral status, it points to an 

important aspect of the historical domestic interior. By focusing on the type of domestic 

individual captured in Butler’s image, I will explore how evangelical Christian ideals 

translate into the design of the secular interior. In particular, I have found interest in the 

way that character-forming ideals, especially those pertaining to women, extend beyond 

the individual and into the domestic environment. 

Much of my thinking for this chapter has been motivated by George P Landow’s 

book Victorian Types, Victorian Shadows (1980). Landow focusses on a form of biblical 

symbolism called typology, which is a mode of Christian interpretation that assumes 

God’s anticipation of the coming of Christ in the “laws, events, and people of the old 

testament.”7 Landow identifies typological allusions in the work of authors, artists, and 

critics frequently cited in discussions of architectural and social history of the nineteenth 

4 Praz, An Illustrated History, 11. 
5 Praz, An Illustrated History, 366. 
6 Praz, An Illustrated History, 366. 
7 Landow, Victorian Types, ix. 
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century, including those of John Ruskin and the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood. For 

example, Landow attributes Ruskin’s “connection of pure colour with profound and 

noble thought” in The Stones of Venice (1851-2), to a reference to the rainbow in the 

biblical allegory of Noah’s Ark.8 Potentially, the association also accounts for the 

Victorian’s careful use and pairing of colours in the home. For example, one domestic 

guide, The Housewife’s Reason Why (1857) lists “complementary” pairings of violet and 

yellow, blue and red, green and purple, orange and indigo, among other suggestions for 

the “exercise of good taste in the selection of dress, in the decoration of rooms, and the 

laying out of rooms.”9 The typological allusion to the rainbow would inscribe such 

seemingly secular decorative schemes that characterised the Victorian interior with 

redemptive, or at least Christian value. 

Contemplated in their historical context, typological allusions were not intended to 

be secretive or encrypted. They were references to common biblical allegories. A 

popular form of scriptural indoctrination for all Christian denominations was bible study. 

This education provided the standardised knowledge of biblical stories that enabled 

typological allusions to proliferate in seemingly secular contexts. Landow identifies 

typological allusions in widely circulated fiction, like Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, 

(1847), and the novels of George Elliot. These authors’ use of typology in their writing 

expresses commonplace sentiments toward social and domestic life. Landow also 

advises that “Ruskin’s Modern Painters (1843-1860), The Seven Lamps of Architecture 

(1848), and The Stones of Venice (1852), which employ a number of typologically 

supported arguments, often read like sermons about the relation of aesthetic concerns to 

Bible fact.”10 The contemporary reader of Victorian fiction and art criticism does not 

8 Landow, Victorian Types, 111.  
9 Philp Robert Kemp, The Housewife's Reason Why : Affording to the Manager of Household Affairs 
Intelligible Reasons for the Various Duties She Has to Perform (London: Houlston & Wright, 1857), 244. 
Refer Thad Logan’s neat synopsis of colour in the Victorian period, in The Victorian Parlour (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 45-46, 71-72. Logan suggests  

“We might wonder whether the sense that mid-Victorians moved about in gloomy interiors has 
something to do with the fact that the new bright synthetic dyes tended to fade easily, so that early 
twentieth-century commentators misread the tastes of their grandparents.” Logan, The Victorian 
Parlour, 46. 

10 Landow, Victorian Types, 111. Landow writes “The major example of this kind of typological argument in 
the service of the arts is ‘The Lamp of Sacrifice,’ the opening chapter in Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of 
Architecture (1849), which, unlike most of his other uses of types, takes the form of a full Evangelical 
sermon about typology and not just the application of it to a wider argument”; Landow, Victorian Types, 
114. Landow makes a similar point about The Seven Lamps in his book Aesthetic and Critical Theory of
John Ruskin, concluding that

“‘The Lamp of Sacrifice’ shows how thoroughly typology had permeated Ruskin’s habits of thought’’; 
Aesthetic and Critical Theory of John Ruskin (Princeton: Princeton University Press 2015), 336-341. 
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possess such a detailed understanding of the Bible. Accordingly, Landow believes that 

typological allusions remain undervalued or completely missing in contemporary 

interpretations of these texts. He writes “When we modern readers fail to recognise 

allusions to such typology, we deprive many Victorian works of a large part of their 

context.”11 Not recognising the typological content of historical texts limits the capacity 

to interpret fiction, art criticism and painting, particularly as these typological allusions 

infiltrated secular contexts and everyday thought.12  

Landow’s attempt to properly contextualise Victorian creative works by 

acknowledging that they were partly or wholly framed by biblical exegesis can be 

extended to the interior. Doing so draws our attention to the normalising effects of the 

religious framework in shaping the Victorian conscience or soul (and its variants). In 

addition, it alerts us to religious belief’s contribution to more secular conceptual 

frameworks for designing, appreciating and deriving meaning and value from the 

interior. By identifying a crucial biblical dimension of the home as the habitat of the 

soul, particularly the feminine soul, I will describe how doctrinally-derived aesthetic 

predilections mediated between an inhabitant and the domestic interior in both religious 

and secular contexts. 

The chapter begins by providing an insight into the evangelical temperament. I 

discuss the tenets that lead to evangelicalism’s rigorous variety of soul-craft, and the 

kind of inner conflicts involving the home that inhabitants experienced because of it. I 

will explore the inhabitant’s need to find balance through practices of domestic 

economy, and the concerns of interior decoration to include moral formation and 

restraint. The second section provides greater insight into the impacts of pastoral power 

within the home, including the roles, relations, and importance of family. It describes the 

home’s part in the separation of public and private life, and why the drawing room or 

parlour was at particular risk of moral corruption. The third section highlights an 

important comparison between the clergy and medical practitioners, which prompts a 

discussion about the subversive expression of sexuality through home décor. The fourth 

section describes the impacts of pastoral power on the domestic sphere through the ideal 

of feminine purity. The findings are discussed through an analysis of Lady Clavering’s 

11 Landow, Victorian Types, 3. Landow studies the regularly misinterpreted work of nineteenth-century 
authors, artists and critics in their Biblical context. John Ruskin is a regular casualty of this 
misunderstanding. For a short summary of Landow’s issue with contemporary interpretations of Ruskin’s 
work, see Landow, Victorian Types, 3-4.  
12 Landow, Victorian Types, 3. 
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drawing room in Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis (1848-50), to show how 

scriptural ideals impacted the design of the bourgeois interior. 

Crafting an Evangelical Soul 

To possess and demonstrate a character that was morally correct was an ideal of 

Britain and culturally-aligned nations in the nineteenth century. It was an attribute that 

had to be cultivated, learned and put into practice by following clerical guidance.13 In the 

Victorian mindset, the qualities of a genuinely moral character, like chastity, piety, and 

kindness, originated from Christian texts and thinking. Christian belief provided a 

framework by which individuals shaped the moral character of themselves, their families 

and their homes. The choice to abide by or abstain from clerical guidance was a decision 

that had ethical consequences. For example, an article in The Wesleyan-Methodist 

Magazine (1843), explained that irregular attendance at the “House of Prayer” could 

“prove injurious” to one’s character.14 The adoption of a Christian way of life was shown 

by an individual’s thoughts, words and behaviour, their manner of dress and the 

appearance of their homes. 

Different Christian sects shared a common ethic, particularly in the value all 

denominations ascribed to the family.15 However, nuances in beliefs and behaviours 

provided markers of distinct religious identities. These identities had increasingly 

become aligned with social rank and respectability.16 For example, by mid-century, 

church attendance was an activity primarily associated with the middle classes. In Britain 

and America, the service was likely to be evangelical in approach.17 Although similar in 

their core beliefs, evangelical denominations sought the moral reform of the middle and 

upper classes, while Methodists generally appealed to the poor. 

The correlation between faith and wealth produced moral tension in affluent homes. 

The aristocracy or upper class were the wealthiest, often titled, and politically influential 

portion of society, followed by the high to middle income earners, or the bourgeoisie. The 

13 Although there was belief that not everyone could be successfully trained. 
14 "On Regularity of Attendance at the House of Prayer: In a Letter to a Friend," The Wesleyan-Methodist 
magazine 22, no. February (1843): 128.  
15 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes Men and Women of the English Middle Class 
1780-1850 (London: Hutchinson, 1987), 74. 
16 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 76. 
17 For statistics relating to denominational church attendance in mid-nineteenth-century Britain, see 
Landow, Victorian Types, 16. 



33 

latter social class comprised the wealthy professional set, and people in well paid 

occupations of lower social rank. Doctors, lawyers, accountants, manufacturers, were the 

financially privileged members of the congregation; the rest were typically office clerks, 

smaller merchants, or drapers, for example. There was a paradoxical pairing of the middle 

class or bourgeoisie’s aspirations towards luxurious living similar to that of aristocracy, 

and evangelicalism’s condemnation of such indulgences. This was fertile ground for inner 

conflict. The home was the primary vehicle that individuals used to negotiate their 

ostensible piety with their desire for recognition of their commercial success. 

Although evangelicalism was popular among the upper and middle classes, not all 

individuals adopted the religion in it most rigorous form. Philip Greven’s book, The 

Protestant Temperament (1977), describes religious identities conceived through scales 

of devotion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which persist into the nineteenth 

century. He names evangelical, moderate, and genteel temperaments; this classification 

reflects a diminishing commitment to religion in daily life and sensibility.18 These 

identities are standardised through “patterns of feeling, thought and sensibility” that 

enact a measure of piety.19 

Greven’s evangelicals, like the family depicted in Butler’s Family Prayers, were 

extremists. They were preoccupied with ways to “abase, to deny, and to annihilate their 

own enduring sense of self-worth and selfhood, convinced that only by destroying the 

self could they conform absolutely and unquestioningly to the sovereign will of God.”20 

Those with an evangelical temperament formed part of a minority group. 

Moderates occupied a religious middle ground; they too were motivated by self-

denial and control. However, they were “rarely polarized into the dichotomies of sin and 

grace that dominated the evangelical consciousness.”21 Instead, moderates were “caught 

between the poles of duty and desire, seeking a middle way in their lives that 

necessitated an extraordinary range of compromises and of controls . . . in order to 

achieve the opposites that tugged at them.”22 These tugging opposites form the 

motivations for one’s contradictory subjectivity. This occurs when an individual is 

18 Philip Greven, The Protestant Temperament: Patterns of Child-Rearing, Religious Experience, and the 
Self in Early America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977), 12. 
19 Greven, The Protestant Temperament, 12. 
20 Greven, The Protestant Temperament, 13. 
21 Greven, The Protestant Temperament, 13. 
22 Greven, The Protestant Temperament, 13. 
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“divided inside himself” and compelled to satisfy two different ascetic purposes to which 

he or she feels bound.23 

The final group were the genteel, who were affiliated with the aristocratic and 

wealthy; they had little concern for religion, and 

were far more at ease with themselves, their desires, and their pleasures 

than were the others, for they lived without the burdens of conscience and 

guilt that so often shaped the sensibilities of the self of evangelicals and 

moderates . . . The genteel took their state of grace for granted . . . and 

were generally confident that the church and the sacrament, which they 

acknowledged, suffice to ensure their personal salvation.24 

These different levels of commitment to religion altered the home’s appearance as 

well as the inhabitants’ sensibility and experience. 

Importantly, Greven’s moderates explain the rationale for the paradoxical pairing of 

the bourgeoisie’s aspirations towards luxurious living similar to that of aristocracy, and 

evangelicalism’s condemnation of such indulgences. Concerns for the negative impact of 

wealth—and luxurious surroundings—on morals were expressed through the evangelical 

conviction that “we cannot serve God and Mammon.”25 Puritan writer Hannah More, 

whose opinions continued to inspire evangelicals late into the nineteenth century, 

explained that “Proportion and Propriety are among the best secrets of domestic wisdom; 

and there is no surer test, both of integrity and judgement, than a well-proportioned 

expenditure.”26 A delicate balance of these forces was necessary to produce the home.27 

23 In dividing practices, the subject is either “divided inside himself or divided from others” Michel 
Foucault, "The Subject and Power," Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4 (1982): 777-778. Foucault’s three major studies 
concerning contradictory subjectivity and dividing practices are Madness and Civilization (1961/67) 
through an exploration of the “mad and the sane,” The Birth of the Clinic (1963/73), of the “sick and the 
healthy,” and Discipline and Punish (1975/79), of the “criminals and the ‘good boys,’” Foucault, "The 
Subject and Power," 778. For a useful discussion of contradictory subjectivity, refer to Jim Jose, Biopolitics 
of the Subject: An Introduction to the Ideas of Michel Foucault (Darwin: NTU Press, 1998), 2.  
24 Greven, The Protestant Temperament, 13. 
25 Butler, The Way of All Flesh, 98. Davidoff and Hall explain that  

“In standards of housing, furniture, food, service, dress and behaviour, there was always a tug 
between demonstrating worldly status – and creditworthiness – and a religious moral rejection of the 
material world.” Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 360.  

26 Hannah More, Coelebs in Search of a Wife (New York: Derby & Jackson, 1859), 305; Davidoff and Hall, 
Family Fortunes, 375. 
27 As Davidoff and Hall explain:  

“And yet maintaining a certain material level was also essential to moral worth….Where wealth and 
space permitted, some of these tensions could be reduced by using more public, rooms for display and 
keeping ‘family’ rooms for everyday use and religious practices, the segregation itself being a sign of a 
well-ordered life.” Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 360. 
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Having explained the various levels of piety, I turn now to evangelicalism’s 

defining tenets that help to pinpoint the sect’s specific appearance and impacts in the 

home. In his book Knots Untied (1877), Anglican Evangelical Lord Bishop J C Ryle 

explains that the evangelical religion has five characteristic traits. The first and foremost 

is the supremacy it places on scripture. He explains that evangelical religion “totally 

denies that there is any other guide for man’s soul, co-equal or co-ordinate with the 

Bible.”28 Biblical content informs the Church’s stance on the remaining four tenets 

which I will elaborate through my discussion of the subject. 

Evangelicalism’s second defining tenet, according to Ryle, is an insistence on the 

depravity of man’s soul.29 The inclination toward vice was a weakness conceived as 

inherently human. The greatest threat to evangelical Christians was ‘worldly’ 

influences—anything that might inspire self-indulgence, sin, or depraved sentiments. 

Signs of an individual’s moral corruption included displays of wealth, the practice and 

product of creative pursuits that fuelled passion, like art and literature, as well as 

personal vices. The evangelical’s quotidian task was to recognise and resist degeneracy. 

Acts of redemption assured the prospect of a heavenly future rather than an eternity 

of burning in hell. Importantly, redemptive practices are an acknowledgement of Christ’s 

role as the saviour, which is the third defining tenet of evangelicalism, according to 

Ryle.30 Individual salvation was directed through the church, an institution which, 

Foucault explains, “has the care of souls as its object.”31 Pastoral care was exercised at 

both individual and community levels, which shaped the mentalities and conduct of 

populations.32 Believers subjected themselves to introspective examination, moral 

reasoning, and exacting behaviours, in a fear-driven quest to improve or craft their souls. 

Foucault explains that these self-imposed imperatives, which comprise the essence of 

pastoral power, “cannot be exercised without knowing the inside of people’s minds, 

without exploring their souls, without making them reveal their innermost secrets. It 

implies a knowledge of conscience and an ability to direct it.”33 

28 Ryle, Knots Untied, 4,6,7. 
29 Landow, Victorian Types, 17. The second defining trait is the “depth and prominence it assigns to the 
doctrine of human sinfulness and corruption.” Ryle, Knots Untied, 4 [emphasis in original]. 
30 Ryle, Knots Untied, 5. 
31 Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " 251. 
32 Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " 251; Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and 
Power," 214. 
33 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 214. 
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As God was the judge of man’s welfare in the next world, the desire to please him 

drove an individual’s relentless attempts for self-reform. Yet, the constant requirement 

for self-examination and correction have contributed to evangelicalism’s contemporary 

understanding as a “dour, inhumanely restrictive force on English life,” as George 

Landow has described it.34 The condition that believers acknowledge Christ’s crucifixion 

by recognising their own sins, and reform themselves through the imaginative 

experience of his suffering, furthered this repressive reputation.35 Christian ascetic 

practices were thought to offer an insight into Christ’s torment. 

Geoffrey Harpham undertakes close readings of ancient Roman and Coptic texts to 

reveal the forms of asceticism that have shaped Western Christianity. His studies 

highlight the historical continuity of ascetic practices and convey “an often ignored 

historical depth to contemporary thought.”36 By emphasising the point, he demonstrates 

the relevance of asceticism for understanding how Christian forms of self-discipline 

were transferred onto the bourgeois or secular interior and into our present day. In his 

book The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism (1987), Harpham describes two 

principal monastic forms of asceticism, the eremitic and the cenobitic, which continue to 

structure self-forming practices in Western cultures.37 The first and older form 

encouraged the removal and denial of the senses. Monastic eremitism sought to resist the 

acceptance of conventional societal structures by encouraging isolation and muteness. It 

was, Harpham explains, “an unworldly mode of being, a radical disassociation from 

social customs, norms and habits.”38 The cenobitic mode was more communal, and 

entailed the orderly control of one’s exterior life and environment. “A number of monks 

and even nuns submitted themselves to extraordinary regulation, discipline, and 

obedience, living under a Superior in strict adherence to a Rule which prescribed their 

conduct, their attitudes, their food, and even their thoughts.”39 Both eremitic and 

cenobitic forms are discernible within the identity-forming activities of evangelical 

Christians. The eremitic concerned individual care through restraint, and the cenobitic 

extended to the family and home, which provided sites and means of self-regulation and 

the demonstration of Christian conformity. 

34 Landow, Victorian Types, 19. 
35 Landow, Victorian Types, 16-17. 
36 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, xiii. 
37 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, 20-36. 
38 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, 21. 
39 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, 21. 
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Harpham’s eremitic techniques were described in evangelical literature as “self-

denial” and “separation from the world.”40 They obliged abstinence from circumstances 

that might induce sinful thought, behaviour or pleasure. In the Christian paradigm of the 

nineteenth century, the inclination toward sin was essentially connected to 

concupiscence. However, withdrawal from temptation might range from avoiding 

locations associated with indulgent lifestyles, gambling, or suspect nightlife, to not 

eating sweets. In Samuel Butler’s book about evangelical life, The Way of all Flesh 

(1903), Butler mocked his protagonist’s deliberation over his daily vice, tobacco. “We 

can conceive of St Paul or even our Lord Himself as drinking a cup of tea, but we cannot 

imagine either of them as smoking a cigarette.”41 The primary task of the Church was 

“individual salvation in the next world,” which depended on the ability to craft one’s 

thoughts, words and impulses so that they become ‘pure’.42 

The belief that the inner-self, or the soul can be crafted to achieve a pure or ideal 

form is exemplified in Frances Quarles’s book, Emblems Divine and Moral (1635). 

Emblems comprises five books that pictorialise excerpts from the Bible. Book Three is 

dedicated to the soul’s representation. Quarles’ fifth illustration of the soul “is 

represented as the clay in the hands of the potter, who is framing and fashioning it,” as 

the nineteenth-century author of an article about Book Three describes the image.43 

Refer to Figure 1.2. 

The article about Quarles’s Book Three is entitled Illustrations of the Soul (1871), 

and its author is a priest named Robert Maguire. He was addressing late nineteenth-

century readers who were becoming less familiar with Quarles’s terms and images than 

someone trained in the church and conversant with scripture. Maguire explains that soul-

craft, in the sense illustrated by Quarles, forms a part of an understanding that God has a 

certain presence in every man’s soul, whereby self-reflection and reformation are a 

means of embracing God. This is what Ryle meant when defining evangelicalism’s 

fourth defining tenet as the “high place which it assigns to the inward work of the Holy 

40 Ryle, Knots Untied, 14; For the origin of eremetic monasticism seeHarpham, The Ascetic Imperative, 20. 
41 Butler, The Way of All Flesh, 250. The Way of All Flesh provides an insight to the Anglican Evangelical 
experience that spanned three generations of the Pontifex family, 1807-82. The text chronicles the history 
of the evangelical movement from its prime through to its waning popularity toward the later part the 
century. The protagonist is an anguished young man, Ernest Pontifex, the son of a curate. The novel 
recounts Ernest’s personal struggles growing up in a staunchly evangelical household. Although the book 
was not published until 1903, the novel was written 1873-84 and is set in 1807-82.  
42 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 214. 
43 Robert Maguire, "Illustrations of the Soul," Quiver 7, no. 317 (1871): 24. 
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Spirit in the heart of man.”44 However, for Maguire, John Bunyan’s religious allegory, 

‘Mansoul’—as in ‘Man’s Soul’—from The Holy War (1682), provided the most 

“complete or masterly” illustration of God’s meaningful presence in the soul.45 

Figure 1.2 Quarles, Frances, Job, X.9, ‘Potter’, in Emblems Divine and Moral. 

(Chiswick Press by C. Whittingham. 1635), 157. 
Image courtesy of the Rare Book & Manuscript Library, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 
accessed July 6, 2018, 
https://archive.org/stream/emblemsdivinemor00quarl#page/156/mode/2up 

Maguire describes a passage that analogises God’s habitation of his Kingdom 

(Heaven) to Mansoul, which is a fictitious gated town. Mansoul is also an architectural 

metaphor for the human body and the individual’s moral being. In a summary of 

Bunyan’s work Maguire writes: 

The town of Mansoul is God’s building; it belonged to God; it was God’s 

dwelling place, his habitation. The citadel of Mansoul is the heart, the 

walls are the flesh, the gates are the senses. God’s throne is either set up 

there or it is cast down; and God is either honoured or dishonoured in the 

44 Ryle, Knots Untied, 6 [emphasis in original]. 
45 Maguire, "Illustrations of the Soul," 22. 

https://archive.org/stream/emblemsdivinemor00quarl#page/156/mode/2up
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soul. The inhabitants of the town are the understanding, the conscience, 

the will, the hopes, the joys, the thoughts, the experiences.46  

The passage explains that embracing God was a matter for individual control. In 

Mansoul, the soul would be elevated or exalted in the case of good Christian conduct; or 

compromised and discredited by misdemeanour. Importantly, the metaphor of God’s 

habitation in the soul is given material form in the design of the Victorian home. The 

understanding is related to the fifth and final defining tenet of evangelicalism; “the 

importance which it attaches to the outward and visible work of the Holy Ghost in the 

life of man.”47 The spatial arrangement of rooms, their proximities and separations, the 

objects they contained, and the kinds of activities that took place in them, could signify 

the family’s concern for God’s experience, and thereby define their moral status. 

One way in which the work of God was visible in the exterior “life of man” was 

though redemptive practices.48 Recalling Christ’s role as the Saviour, evangelicalism 

prescribed the means to form the self so that one’s inclinations are directed away from 

immorality and vice and towards redemption. Knowing the self by recognising the 

depravity of one’s inclinations and earthly desires provided the key to salvation. The 

idea was supported by the epic biblical poem describing the fall of man, Paradise Lost 

(1667). According to Maguire, the poem’s author, “Our admirable” John Milton, 

“touched on this point with his infinite wisdom.”49 

But apt the mind or fancy is to rove  

Unchecked; and of her roving is no end, 

Till, warned, or by experience taught, she learn 

That not to know at large of things remote 

From use, obscure and subtle, but to know 

That which before us lies in daily life, 

Is the prime wisdom: what is more is fume, 

Or emptiness, or fond impertinence, 

46 Maguire, "Illustrations of the Soul," 22. 
47 Ryle, Knots Untied, 7 [emphasis in original]. 
48 Ryle, Knots Untied, 7. 
49 R. Warner et al., "Considerations on the Doctrines of the Evangelical Clergy; and on the Probable Effects 
of Evangelical Preaching: A Sermon, Preached at Frome, Somersetshire, on Monday June 2d, 1817, at the 
Visitation of the Rev. Charles Sandiford, Archdeacon of Wells," The Gentleman's Magazine: And Historical 
Chronicle, Jan.1736-Dec.1833, no. August (1817): Note A 48. 
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And renders us in things that most concern 

Unpractised, unprepared, and still to seek 50 

For Milton, the “prime wisdom” which promised a distinctive mode of self-

understanding and spiritual redemption lay in the minutiae of daily life.51 Importantly, 

the emphasis on ordinary tasks and activities positioned the home as a privileged terrain 

of self-knowledge. Lord Bishop J C Ryle, in his major work defending common 

misapprehensions about evangelicalism, Knots Untied: Being Plain Statements on 

Disputed Points in Religion from the Standpoint of an Evangelical Churchman (1877), 

similarly locates soul-craft in the tasks and habits of the everyday. He writes that self- 

improvement, which evidenced the “true grace of God is a thing that will always make 

itself manifest in the conduct, behaviour, tastes, ways, choices, and habits of him who 

has it.”52 For the evangelicals, religious devotion was not limited to presence at church 

services, as the notion of Christian worship is largely conceived today, but was central to 

the believers’ everyday life and environment. 

By way of this religious discourse, the term ‘taste,’ one of Ryle’s markers for 

consistent faith, became strongly connected with domestic design and décor. Ryle’s 

belief that God’s grace is evidenced through everyday choices was the context in which 

the selection of furniture and décor was to determine the state of the soul. Disseminating 

this Christian view of taste in his lecture titled Traffic, in 1864, the staunchly evangelical 

John Ruskin advised that “Good taste is essentially a moral quality…Taste is not only a 

part and index of morality – it is the ONLY morality.”53 “What we like determines what 

we are, and is the sign of what we are; and to teach taste is inevitably to form 

character.”54 Ruskin approached the moral reform of the middle classes by translating 

the Gospel into aesthetic dimensions of architecture and objects.55 His concern for the 

formation of character was influenced by pastoral care. By having his audience 

50 Warner et al., "Considerations on the Doctrines of the Evangelical Clergy," Note A 48.Part of this 
quotation also serves as an epigraph to Hannah More’s Coelebs in Search of a Wife, comprehending of 
domestic habits and manners, religion and morals, 9th ed. (London: T Cadell and E Davies, 1809). 
Catherine Hall, “The Sweet Delights of Home,” in A History of Private Life: From the Fires of Revolution to 
the Great War, ed. Michelle Perrot (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), 
Note 3, 675. 
51 Warner et al., "Considerations on the Doctrines of the Evangelical Clergy," Note A 48. 
52 Ryle, Knots Untied, 7. 
53 John Ruskin, The Crown of Wild Olive; Three Lectures on Work, Traffic, and War (New York: John Wiley 
and Sons, 1881), 49. See Deborah Cohen, Household God's the British and Their Possesions (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2006), 24. 
54 Ruskin, The Crown of Wild Olive; Three Lectures on Work, Traffic, and War, 51. See Cohen, Household 
God's the British and Their Possesions 24. 
55 Landow, Victorian Types, 111, 114. 
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understand that creative works had genuine religious value, he aimed to ensure the 

salvation of middle classes through their aesthetic predilections. 

By teaching the way of the Lord, the clergy guided the development of character 

through a course of “moral transformation.”56 It was a process which involved an 

individual’s “whole character; and not only their devotions and offices of religion only.”57 

For example, Ryle disparaged public displays of religious observance, which were not 

consistent with individuals’ conduct in private life, and were “ostentatious.”58 Ryle states, 

We dread fostering man’s favourite notion that a little church-going and 

sacrament-receiving, – a little patching, and mending, and whitewashing, 

and gilding, and polishing, and varnishing, and painting the outside, – is 

all that his case requires. Hence we protest with all our heart against 

formalism, sacramentalism, and every species of mere external or 

vicarious Christianity.59 

Ryle describes a patched and embellished architectural façade as a metaphor for 

false virtue. The building’s superficial exterior decoration paralleled an impious 

individual’s partial commitment to Christianity through public displays of devotion 

without the accompaniment of redemptive operations through an inward relationship to 

God. Ryle’s statement suggests that the state of the interior, both personal and spatial, 

was at the heart of Christian morality. Therefore, “the utmost importance” was attached 

to the practice of devotional techniques at home, “to private prayer, private Bible-

reading, and private communion with God.”60 The isolation and introspection required of 

bible study and worship is a synthesis of Harpham’s eremitic practice. However, seeking 

self-perfection by ordering the home environment in particular ways recalls cenobitic 

models. The production of a moral household entailed both these types of asceticism. 

The outcome provided a measure by which individuals could recognise, know and 

understand themselves as faithful Christians through their homes. Having described the 

tenets constraining the evangelical soul, the following section elaborates the 

reinterpretation of the monastic cenobitic and eremitic models of asceticism in the 

Victorian home. 

56 John Caird, "Art. Viii.-1. Religion in Common Life: A Sermon," London quarterly review 6, no. 11 
(1856): 165.  
57 Caird, "Art. Viii.-1. Religion in Common Life: A Sermon," 167. [emphasis in original]. 
58 Ryle, Knots Untied, 14. 
59 Ryle, Knots Untied, 5. 
60 Ryle, Knots Untied, 14. 
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The Evangelical Home and Family 

The Church provided the framework by which families regulated their behaviours, 

thoughts and domestic surroundings. It was the clergy’s role to disseminate the Christian 

way of living to their communities. Priests disseminated religious ideologies about how 

to lead a moral life from the pulpit. More intimate forms of clerical guidance encouraged 

the understanding of scriptures through catechesis and private reading. These were 

practices to which Christians were duty bound.61 Evangelical pamphlets, newspapers and 

periodicals published weekly, such as the British Standard, Record, Watchman, The 

Ecclesiastical Gazette and The Quiver, among others, provided a way for clerical 

instruction to infiltrate the household.62 They guided practices that were understood to be 

“accomplished mainly at home.”63 One otherwise unremarkable series in The Quiver, 

“Religion in the Home,” showed that cultivation of the Christian ideal began not only at 

home, but from an early age. For example, an article titled “Home Government” 

presented advice for parents to best nurture the moral and devotional development of 

their children.64 

The home was central to moral development for evangelical families who were 

united in prayer and bible teachings that centred on one’s conduct in daily life. As such, 

the devout conceived of the home as a miniature church.65 Sunday was a day for 

stringent observances at home. The Sabbath, as it was known, was a family day thought 

to be a “precious opportunity” to “impart religious instruction to the young, and for 

leavening their minds with the principles, and precepts and prospects of the gospel!”66 A 

well spent Sabbath was thought to secure family instruction, to “promote family 

affection,” and “lighten family trials.”67 One advice manual read, 

61 William Hinson, "On the Duty of Christians to "Give Attendance to Reading."," The Wesleyan-Methodist 
magazine 2 (1823): 97-99. George Landow writes extensively about the importance of scriptures to the 
interpretation of artistic works of the Victorian period. Landow, Victorian Types. 
62 Refer to Alvar Ellegård’s article on the readership of the periodical press in mid-Victorian Britain: Alvar 
Ellegård, "The Readership of the Periodical Press in Mid-Victorian Britain: Ii. Directory," Victorian 
Periodicals Newsletter, no. 13 (1971): 3-22. 
63 W. B. Mackenzie, "Religion in the Home," Quiver 3, no. 143 (1868): 614. 
64 Mackenzie, "Religion in the Home," 613. 
65 When the home is described by Ruskin as “ . . .  a sacred place, a vestal temple, a temple of the hearth 
watched over by Household Gods,” the idea of home as a spiritual place is crystallised. John Ruskin, "Of 
Queens' Gardens," in Sesame and Lillies (New York: Silver, Burdett and Company, 1900 (1864)), 85, 
Section 68:line 6-7.  
66 John Thomson, The Domestic Circle; or, the Relations, Responsibilities, and Duties of Home Life (London: 
Johnstone, Hunter, and co., 1866), 171. 
67 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 170, 172, 173. 
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Many are the children and servants, who can trace their everlasting ruin 

to their residence in a godless and prayerless house. And many of those, 

now in heaven, can trace their first serious impressions to their residence 

in a devout and holy family. How can religion flourish in the community, 

if it be banished from the family?68 

Underlying thoughts about the moral government of individuals and populations 

was the understanding that “The family, more emphatically than any other social 

organization, except the Church, is God’s own production.”69 

Advice contained in more elaborate treatises like The Genius and Design of the 

Domestic Constitution With its Untransferable Obligations and Peculiar Advantages, 

(1834), by Christopher Anderson, clarified crucial aspects of biblical precepts for 

ordinary individuals. Its themes reinforced the importance of the family makeup and 

integrity, which was an idea that resounded throughout the century. Anderson’s book 

was not so much about the roles that each member of the household may play in the 

family ensemble, but rather, the Christian principles upon which these roles rest.70 

Similar works like The Domestic Circle; Or, the Relations, Responsibilities, and 

Duties of Home Life (1866), by the Rev. John Thomson, describe in more detail the 

appropriate roles for each family member. The book elaborated the interpersonal 

dynamics required between husbands and wives, parents and children, brother and 

sisters, and between servants and the remaining household. Husbands, being the head of 

the household, were advised to lead by example, rule well, and to emphasise the value of 

prayer.71 By comparison, a wife’s primary care was ensuring submission to her 

68 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 194. 
69 Christopher Anderson, The Genius and Design of the Domestic Constitution with Its Untransferable 
Obigations and Peculiar Advantages From the Edinborough Edition vols. (Boston: Perkins, Marvin & Co. 
and William Pearce., 1834), iv. 
70 Anderson writes  

“it is matter of congratulation that such works as the Family Monitor, the Mother at Home, the Child at 
Home, are published in such quick succession, and so extensively read. These works exhibit, in an 
instructive and interesting manner, the details of the obligations and duties of the various family 
relations. In connection with them there is wanting, to be read and studied, an exhibition of the 
principles on which those obligations and duties rest, and by which they are enforced. To exhibit these 
is the design of the following treatise.” Anderson, The Genius and Design of the Domestic Constitution 
with Its Untransferable Obigations and Peculiar Advantages iv.v.  

Other guides like Frederick Chalmers’ The Christian home, or, Seven Sermons on Domestic duties, 1849, 
owe their debt to Anderson’s treaty. Frederick Skene C  Chalmers, The Christian Home, or, Seven Sermons 
on Domestic Duties (London: J. Hatchard & Son, 1849), i, 80-107. 
71 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 2. 
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husband.72 Thomson reminded women of the value of chaste conversation and 

“adorning” themselves with Christian graces.73 Children were taught the merits of 

profound respect for and obedience to their parents. These instructions, which had the 

care of souls as their object, provided the foundations of gendered roles, duties and 

social relations within the home and the wider Victorian society. 

The piety of the nuclear family was supported by the proper arrangement and 

management of the single-family dwelling. Separate spheres, or the allocation of roles 

according to gender through public and private domains, form the basis of Christian 

domestic life.74 Notably, “HOME is the proper scene of woman’s action and influence,” 

according to J A James, author of Female Piety, Or the Young Woman's Friend and 

Guide through Life to Immortality (1854).75 Women belonged to the private domain. The 

sentiment was replicated in Ruskin’s lecture “Of Queen’s Gardens,” (1864), in which he 

proposed the home to be “the woman's true place and power.”76 

It was a wife’s duty to provide a comfortable, nurturing environment to rear her 

children and care for her family. Ruskin clarified that a woman’s “intellect is not for 

invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision [within the 

home].”77 The world outside the home was filled with risks, temptations, pressures, and 

distractions that the male was compelled to negotiate. An ideal woman fashioned her 

home as a safe haven and retreat for her husband from city life. Ruskin elaborated: 

The man, in his rough work in the open world, must encounter all peril 

and trial:—to him, therefore, must be the failure, the offence, the 

72 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 17-24. “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the 

Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the Head of the church.” Thomson, The 

Domestic Circle, 44. Barbara Welter identifies the four “cardinal virtues” of womanhood as “’piety, purity, 

submissiveness and domesticity”; Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860," American 

Quarterly 18, no. 2 (1966): 152. 
73 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 27. 
74 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, especially 114-115; Hall, "The Sweet Delights of Home," 58-62; Peter 
Gay, The Cultivation of Hatred, V vols., vol. III, The Bourgeois Experience Victoria to Freud (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 1993), 290-312; Sharon Marcus, Apartment Stories City and Home in 
Nineteenth-Century Paris and London (Berkely and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999), 89-
90; Andrea Kaston Tange, Architectural Identities : Domesticity, Literature and the Victorian Middle Classes 
(Toronto: University of Toronto, 2010), 11-13; Logan, The Victorian Parlour, 23-35; Milette Shamir, 
Inexpressible Privacy: The Interior Life of Antebellum American Literature (Philadelphia: University of 
Pensylvania Press, 2006), 20-55; Linda K. Kerber, "Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's Place: The 
Rhetoric of Women's History," The Journal of American History 75, no. 1 (1988). 
75 J A  James, Female Piety or the Young Woman's Friend and Guide through Life to Immortality (New York: 
Robert Carter and Brothers, 1854), 85. See Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 115. 
76 Ruskin, "Of Queens' Gardens," 85. 
77John Ruskin, Sesame and Lillies, The Silver Series of English and American Classics (New York: Silver, 
Burdett and Company, 1900), 84. 
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inevitable error: often he must be wounded, or subdued; often misled; and 

always hardened. But he guards the woman from all this; within his 

house, as ruled by her, unless she herself has sought it, need enter no 

danger, no temptation, no cause of error or offence. This is the true nature 

of home—it is the place of Peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but 

from all terror, doubt, and division. In so far as it is not this, it is not 

home; so far as the anxieties of the outer life penetrate into it, and the 

inconsistently-minded, unknown, unloved, or hostile society of the outer 

world is allowed by either husband or wife to cross the threshold, it 

ceases to be home.78 

According to Ruskin, home was a haven of purity and stability, which the woman 

provided. It was a woman’s role to create such an unadulterated environment in which to 

raise her family. It was also a woman’s duty to oblige her husband in conjugal matters. 

Although the central role of the home was to shelter the family from the outside world 

and provide a safe haven for the husband, women were supposed to balance pleasing 

husband and pleasing God. Thomson warned that 

while studying to please her husband, she must not do it so as to displease 

God. 'Submit yourselves' says Paul, 'to your own husbands, as is fit in the 

Lord'. This important limitation of the wife's duty, as might easily be 

shown, is essential to secure true domestic comfort and peace.79 

As home was the domain of women’s work and influence, her “moral vigilance” 

could be expressed through various personal channels, the efficient undertaking of 

everyday duties being one of these.80 Household economy was a form of ascetic practice 

that enabled women to shape their environs according to Christian teaching. Women 

were taught from childhood not to be wasteful of time and resources in the proper 

management of their homes.81 For example, saving time while cooking enabled women 

to satisfy their moral obligations to the family and God.82 A vestige of this devotional 

technique is evidenced in the following advice manual, which reads: 

Mothers should not be content to teach their Daughters’ housework, but 

how to do it in the quickest, nicest way; not merely instructing in the 

ingredients that form a pound-cake, but how to use the fewest utensils, 

78 Ruskin, Sesame and Lillies, 84-85. 
79 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 23 [emphasis in original]. 
80 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 74. 
81 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 359. 
82 Taylor, The Vital Landscape: Nature and the Built Environment in Nineteenth-Century Britain, 98. 



46 

and the least time and trouble in compounding it; some women, and 

delicate women too, have a fear of seeming lazy in work.83 

Women’s proficient undertaking of their household duties fulfilled the “proportion 

and propriety” in domestic concerns that Hannah More had advocated.84 The same 

efficiency was also expected of women’s recreational conduct. More admonished the 

daughters who were left to “waste their days in company of their own choosing and in 

the most frivolous manner.”85 She also derided the mother who “felt no compunction at 

their [her daughter’s] waste of time, or the trifling pursuits in which the day was suffered 

to spend itself.”86 Women should be active, efficient and productive in household work 

and leisure. Maintaining a proper Christian home which was well-ordered, balanced, 

efficient, and pure, was evidence of the “outward and visible work of the Holy Ghost in 

the life of man.”87 Living a moral life at home had redemptive value. 

Moral Medicine 

The widespread belief that living a moral life was redemptive and therefore curative 

resulted in the priest’s spiritual care mirroring the physician’s restorative care. The 

following passage from The Way of All Flesh exemplifies this link. Having been 

ordained in the autumn of 1858, the novel’s protagonist, Ernest, is mentored by a senior 

curate about the younger priest’s primary role as a warden of souls.88 

Why, my dear fellow, can you really be so ignorant? It is just this, either 

the priest in indeed a spiritual guide, as being able to show people how 

they ought to live better than they can find out for themselves, or he is 

nothing at all – he has no raison d'être. If the priest is not as much a 

healer and a director of men’s souls as a physician is of their bodies, what 

is he? The history of all ages has shown – and surely you must know this 

as well as I do – that as men cannot cure the bodies of their patients if 

they have not been properly trained in hospitals under skilled teachers, so 

83 Julia McNair Wright, The Complete Home: An Encyclopædia of Domestic Life and Affairs. The Household 
in Its Foundation, Order, Economy ... A Volume of Practical Experiences Popularly Illustrated (Philadelphia: 
J.C McCurdy & Co. Publllishers, 1879), 340. [original emphasis]
84 More, Coelebs in Search of a Wife, 305; Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 375.
85 More, Coelebs in Search of a Wife, 37-38.
86 More, Coelebs in Search of a Wife, 45.
87 Ryle, Knots Untied, 7.
88 The conversation is a part of Ernest’s dalliance with the High Church. Butler, The Way of All Flesh, 253.
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neither can souls be cured of their more hidden ailments without the help 

of men who are skilled in soul-craft –or in other words, of priests.’89  

The same analogy between occupations is acknowledged in medical discourse. An 

article in the Journal of Psychological Medicine and Mental Pathology titled, “Moral 

Physiology or the Priest and the Physician” (1848), described the “intimate connection 

between the sciences of medicine and theology” as a correlation which was “not 

sufficiently appreciated.” 90 The author noted that while “Christ himself was styled the 

Great Physician . . . The medical man . . . is often called upon to be the priest.”91 He 

explained that “through the pious physician’s means, many an errant soul has been 

redeemed. In truth, the two offices are inseparable to a certain extent. The physician is 

the priest, and the priest is the physician.”92 The author went so far as to suggest that 

priests would benefit from understanding the general precepts of physiology, “and more 

especially of those parts which tend to elucidate the workings of the human mind and 

heart, and the influence of constitution upon character and manners.”93 

The physician’s recommendation that priests acquire specialist medical knowledge 

to better understand their guiding practices achieves two ends. Firstly, it undermines 

conventional clerical knowledge and duty as being solely directed toward the Church. 

Secondly, it advances a shift in relations of knowledge and power whereby the 

mechanisms of self-care encourage individuals to craft themselves in a more secular 

way. In “The Subject and Power” (1983), Foucault explains that the authoritative 

influence of the Church as an institution “ceased or at least lost its vitality since the 

eighteenth century.” 94 However, the function of pastoral power, for example the concern 

for the soul’s salvation and assurances for the future life, became identifiable in other 

institutions like medicine and the family. 95 These institutions were more interested in 

outcomes for individuals in the present world, rather than their welfare after death.96 In 

89 Butler, The Way of All Flesh, 258. 
90 "Moral Physiology; or, the Priest and the Physician," Journal of Psychological Medicine and Mental 
Pathology 1, no. 4 (1848): 557. 
91 "Moral Physiology; or, the Priest and the Physician,"  557. 
92 "Moral Physiology; or, the Priest and the Physician,"  558. 
93 "Moral Physiology; or, the Priest and the Physician,"  558. A Lettsomian lecture series by Forbes 
Winslow, published in The Lancet, 1852, titled “The Psychological Character of the Physician,” offered 
similar content and sought to “sketch the exalted spiritual functions of the physician.” At the time of 
writing Winslow was the Vice President and Lettsomian Professor of the Medical Society of London. 
Forbes Winslow, "The Psychological Character of the Physician," The Lancet 59, no. 1504 (1852): 610.  
94 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 214. 
95 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 215. 
96 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 215. 



48 

the new institutional contexts, the word “salvation” was replaced by terms like “health” 

and “well-being.”97 However, the shared concern for the soul’s care provided a common 

ground which enabled the object of pastoral care to change, and ultimately, the soul’s 

guiding authority to be handed from priest to physician, and finally to the self, as is 

evident in secular contexts. 

Jacques Donzelot’s book The Policing of Families (1979), is fundamental to my 

thinking about the home and governance, because it describes how the domestic sphere 

connected the nuclear family with the priest and the doctor. The book illustrates the 

divergent social aims of religious and medical institutions, which regulate the conduct of 

individuals, as well as the spatial character, identity and arrangement of the domestic 

interior.98 Donzelot explains that the medical and church institutions’ conflicting systems 

of thought “occupied two clearly separate registers – one concerning morals, the other 

hygiene.”99 While “The priest managed sexuality from the angle of family morality,” 

medical practitioners, by contrast, had what they understood to be more vital concerns, 

like birth control, and managing the transfer of venereal diseases.100 An inter-

institutional tension arose as doctors sought to enforce practices and communicate 

medical knowledge that compromised Christian ideals. The topic of Donzelot’s book is 

contextualised by the circumstances of nineteenth-century France, but its conclusions, as 

the author proposes in the preface to the English edition, can be applied to other socio-

geographical circumstances. 

The medico-clerical analogy was frequently cited in Christian discourse. 

Evangelicals conceived of man’s inherent depravity as a “mighty spiritual disease . . . 

[which] requires a mighty spiritual medicine for its cure.”101 Healing of the soul 

presented a mode of care that required close and ongoing management. The clerical-

medico connection is positioned interestingly in “Illustrations of the Soul” through 

Quarles’s third portrayal where “The Soul is sin stricken and sin-sick upon its couch. 

97Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 214.  
98 A great example of doctors designing houses is by Adams, Architecture in the Family Way, Doctors, 
Houses and Women, 1870-1900. In the case of the soul-crafted home, as in Adam’s hygienic home, the 
role of the architect or designer is, in a sense, subordinate. Understanding this point contributed to the 
trajectory of this thesis.  
99 Donzelot, The Policing of Families, 171. 
100 Donzelot, The Policing of Families, 171. 
101 Ryle, Knots Untied, 5. 
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Christ, as the Physician, sits beside the bed, with his healing hand on the aching head of 

the sorrowful one.”102 Refer to Figure 1.3. 

A seventeenth-century scene, Quarles’s sick bed offers restorative accommodation 

for the ailing soul. However, for the nineteenth-century reader of The Quiver magazine, 

the illustration took on a provocative meaning. In its new historical context, the bed 

likely also incites the hindrance of concupiscence. Sexual self-restraint, particularly 

among the fairer sex, was a concern at the fore of the Christian teaching.103 

Figure 1.3 Quarles, Frances, Psalm VI. 2., ‘Sin Sick’, in Emblems Divine and Moral 

(Chiswick Press by C. Whittingham. 1635), 149. 
Image courtesy of the Rare Book & Manuscript Library, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
accessed July 6, 2018, 
https://archive.org/stream/emblemsdivinemor00quarl#page/148/mode/2up 

102 Maguire, "Illustrations of the Soul," 23. 
103 Foucault explains that  

“Physical integrity rather than self-regulation become important. So the problem of ethics as an 
aesthetics of existence is covered over by the problem of purification. This new Christian self had to be 
constantly examined because in this self were lodged concupiscence and desires of the flesh. From 
that moment on, the self was no longer something to be made but something to be renounced and 
deciphered.” Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " 247-248. 

https://archive.org/stream/emblemsdivinemor00quarl#page/148/mode/2up
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Importantly, the moderation of personal impulses inculcated through Christian 

teaching was transferred to the appearance of the domestic interior. Henry Urbach has 

described the “architectural strategies” that were employed to invest the home with 

“signs of moral propriety.”104 Spatial references of sexual character were muted. Urbach 

explains that “Increasingly strict codes of behaviour were given architectural form as, for 

instance, the stairway to the second-floor bedrooms moved out of the entrance hall to a 

less prominent position.”105 The stairway’s relocation functioned to contain the 

bedroom’s connection with sexuality. However, such censorship served to highlight 

concerns of sexuality as Foucault wrote about them in The History of Sexuality, 

(1976/78).106 Likewise, Alain Corbin points out that that “The perverse effects of 

modesty had never been so obvious” as they were in the Victorian period.107 This, he 

argues, was partly owing to the popularity of lingerie, which had fetishised expressions 

of demureness. 108 Corbin proposes that 

It is worth considering what this embrace of exquisite complexity meant, 

especially in view of the extraordinary hypertrophy of the erotic 

imagination evident in the bourgeois obsession with drapery, slipcovers, 

casings and upholstery. The desire to preserve, the concern to leave a 

trace of one’s existence, the fear of castration, and the omnipresent 

reminder of the menace of desire joined in a neurotic encounter.109 

The popularity of plush upholsteries, luxurious silks, velvets and laces in interior 

applications resembled the stuff of women’s undergarments. Such furnishings 

contributed to a ‘soft’ material culture in feminine spaces that resembled women’s 

bodies. Rather than removing allusions to sex from the home, as Christian modesty 

obliged, expensive fabrics, cushions, and slipcovers enabled bourgeois inhabitants to 

surreptitiously indulge their financial status and sensuality in acceptable ways. In the 

following section, I describe how scriptural tenets that constrained women’s moral 

104 Henry Urbach, "Closets, Clothes, Disclosure," in Toward a New Interior, ed. Lois Weinthal (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 2011), 428. For comparable discussions see Mark Girouard, Life in the 
English Country House (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), 285.; Robert Kerr, The Gentleman's 
House (New York/London: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1972), 68; Evans, "Figures, Doors and Passages," 
76-78; Tange, Architectural Identities, 39, 182-187.
105 Urbach, "Closets, Clothes, Disclosure," 428.
106 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1.
107 Alain Corbin, "The Secret of the Individual," in A History of Private Life from the Fires of Revolution to
the Great War, ed. Michelle Perrot, A History of Private Life (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), 487.
108 Corbin, "The Secret of the Individual," 486-487.
109 Corbin, "The Secret of the Individual," 487.
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formation and restraint impacted the interior decoration of the bourgeois home’s 

feminine spaces, in particular the drawing room. 

Feminine Integrity and the Domestic Interior 

In his work On the Genealogy of Ethics, 1983, Foucault explains that “The paradigm 

of sexual self-restraint becomes a feminine paradigm through the theme of purity and 

virginity, based on the model of physical integrity.”110 The objective of purity is relevant to 

the administration of pastoral power in the domestic sphere, with particular importance for 

the interior and those rooms gendered feminine. To describe the materialisation of the 

concept of feminine purity by reference to the interior, I will examine canonical texts and 

establish a connection between evangelical ideals of Victorian femininity and the home’s 

feminine spaces. To this end, I will analyse Robert Kerr’s The Gentleman’s House, (1864), 

and the description of Lady Clavering’s bourgeois drawing room in W M Thackeray’s 

novel The History of Pendennis (1848-50). 

Importantly, the Christian understanding of male and female domains as public and 

private, respectively, was mirrored in the gendering of certain rooms within the home. 

Rooms associated with worldliness, intellect, practicality and a man’s duty to provide for 

his family were the study, library and the dining room.111 By comparison, the drawing 

room, which was often termed the parlour, and bedrooms, were associated with a woman’s 

obligation to her family and duty to her husband. Gendering was reflected through the 

choice of furniture and décor.112 Masculine rooms were characteristically simple, but 

imposing in appearance, being fitted out in walnut, oak, and resilient leather.113 Dining 

rooms were furnished with “‘bold, substantial and magnificent furniture’, including a 

‘large’ sideboard, a ‘handsome and extensive dining table’, and chairs which were 

‘respectable and substantial looking.’”114 Turkish carpets were a common feature of 

masculine rooms, as they were durable, economical and therefore practical.115 

110 Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " 247-248. 
111 Juliet Kinchin, "Interiors: Nineteenth-Century Essays on the 'Masculine' and the 'Feminine' Room," in 
The Gendered  Object, ed. Pat Kirkham (New York: Manchester University Press, 1996), 14-21; Shamir, 
Inexpressible Privacy: The Interior Life of Antebellum American Literature, 22-23. 
112 Girouard, Life in the English Country House, 292. 
113 Kinchin, "Interiors: Nineteenth-Century Essays on the 'Masculine' and the 'Feminine' Room," 13. 
114 Sheraton 194, 218 quoted in Kinchin, "Interiors: Nineteenth-Century Essays on the 'Masculine' and the 
'Feminine' Room," 14. 
115 Kinchin, "Interiors: Nineteenth-Century Essays on the 'Masculine' and the 'Feminine' Room," 15. 
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Feminine rooms, by contrast, were brighter and more decorative. Juliet Kinchin 

describes the “glittering atmosphere with expanses of mirror, bronzed fittings and 

extensive use of lighting” that were a staple of the fashionable drawing rooms of Thomas 

Sheraton’s Cabinet Dictionary, (1803).116 Sheraton’s descriptions evoke the French Neo-

Rococo or Louis the Fifteenth style, which was popular throughout Europe from the 

eighteen-thirties until late into the nineteenth century.117 By 1840, Neo-Rococo was 

firmly accepted as a feminine style, which meant that it usually appeared in the drawing 

room and bedroom.118 

The aspirations to simple décor in description of Anglican Evangelical homes, like 

Butler’s painting Family Prayers, seem incompatible with Sheraton’s ornamental 

bourgeois design, particularly in those rooms gendered feminine. The bible’s instruction 

to women offers some insight into the restraint that was expected in conduct as well as 

home décor. Of further interest and value, however, is how pastoral power’s 

authoritative agency continued to operate through the more secular context of the 

bourgeois interior. 

In The Domestic Circle, Thomson explains an excerpt from the Book of Peter in 

layman’s terms. The passage highlights the requirements for chastity and modesty in a 

woman’s manner and personal adornment. It reads: 

Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands; that if any 

obey not the word, they also may without the word be won by the 

conversation of the wives; while they behold your chaste conversation 

coupled with fear. Whose adorning, let it not be that outward adorning of 

plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel; but 

let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even 

the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of 

great price (I Pet. i. 1-4).119 

Peter’s directive to women states the requirements of subjection, chastity, and godly 

beauty, the latter two being the most important attributes for this study. Thomson 

explains that “chaste conversation” implies all manner of moderate behaviour and 

116 Kinchin, "Interiors: Nineteenth-Century Essays on the 'Masculine' and the 'Feminine' Room," 13. 
Kinchin is describing T. Sheraton, The Cabinet Dictionary. To Which Is Added a Supplementary Treatise on 
Geometrical Lines, Perspective, and Painting in General (London: W. Smith, 1803), 201. 
117 Peter Thornton, Authentic Decor: The Domestic Interior 1620-1920 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson 
1984), 216.  
118 Thornton, Authentic Decor: The Domestic Interior 1620-1920, 216. 
119 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 20,21. 
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forbids everything that leads to a violation of the seventh commandment, 

every immodest action or gesture, every wanton look, and every impure 

thought. It forbids every kind of 'foolish talking and jesting,' and the 

slightest approximation to that vapid frivolity, and vulgar familiarity and 

levity, which are so inconsistent with the propriety of conduct and the 

purity of heart that the gospel enjoins, and which lead so often to a 

terrible overthrow of female virtue. And then, too, this 'chaste 

conversation' implies that the whole conduct of a Christian woman should 

be so transparently pure, and so strictly modest, as to awe the licentious, 

and keep them at a distance.120 

Of course, according to Thomson’s interpretation of the Seventh Commandment, it 

explicitly condemned lasciviousness that leads to adultery. He explains that for a woman 

to encourage desirability was a sin. With the senses being “devil’s portals,” as Alain 

Corbin describes them, shrouded bodies and modest behaviour provided a way for 

women to hamper licentiousness in themselves and others.121 

As an extension to Thomson’s soul-forming instructions to women, the requirement 

for feminine purity also applied to a woman’s rightful place, her home. Non-conforming 

behaviours were “contaminating influences” to the home’s proper moral atmosphere. 122 

The idea is illustrated in The Way of All Flesh, when Christina Pontifex, Ernest’s mother 

and the wife of an evangelical priest, expels her pregnant and unmarried housemaid, Ellen. 

When it was discovered that in three or four months more Ellen would 

become a mother, Christina’s natural good nature would have prompted 

her to deal as leniently with the case as she could, if she had not been 

panic-stricken lest any mercy on her and Theobald’s part should be 

construed into toleration, however partial, of so great a sin; hereon she 

dashed off into the conviction that the only thing to do was to pay Ellen 

her wages, and pack her off on the instant bag and baggage out of the 

house which purity had more especially and particularly singled out for 

its abiding city. When she thought of the fearful contamination which 

Ellen’s continued presence even for a week would occasion, she could 

not hesitate.123 

The passage reveals Christina’s home to be as much a liability as her person. She 

sought to implement the distinction between the behaviours that were accepted and 

forbidden according to scripture in her home environment. Her concern recalled 

120 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 24,25. 
121 Corbin, "The Secret of the Individual," 491. 
122 Butler, The Way of All Flesh, 300. 
123 Butler, The Way of All Flesh, 183,185. 
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Ruskin’s advice that a woman should direct her thoughts to “ordering, arrangement, and 

decision.”124 Christina Pontifex asserted her home’s order through her fundamentalist 

position on women’s integrity in condemning the ‘morally dubious’ behaviour of her 

pregnant and unmarried housemaid Ellen. The nature of relations among her staff and 

family members influenced her home’s moral status. Domestic behaviour provided a 

measure by which Christina would know herself as a faithful Christian through her 

surroundings, as well as the substance for her moral evaluation by God and others. 

The theme of feminine purity continues through Thomson’s discussion to a 

woman’s personal adornment, and a puritan aesthetic which also applies to the home’s 

décor and contents. Thomson deemed a “love of ornament” to be “deeply rooted in our 

nature, and it is peculiarly strong in a woman's mind.”125 He urged women to “give far 

less attention to the beautifying of her person, than to the adorning of her mind with 

moral and spiritual graces.”126 There was, however, a fine balance between prudent 

deportment and excessive faith or insularity, which could estrange her husband. 

Thomson warns that to disfigure the female form “by mean or slovenly attire” was not 

Peter’s intention.127 

Importantly, Thomson indicates that an overly embellished or luxurious appearance 

formed an ancient association with prostitution. He writes, 

There is no sin in beauty, and there is nothing wrong in the use of 

ornament, if it be restrained within due limits. . . . the love of dress 

obviously becomes sinful, when it has the slightest appearance of 

indelicacy or immodesty. The plaiting of the hair, the wearing of golden 

ornaments, and the use of flowing and costly robes, which the Apostle 

Peter condemns, were in his day the well-known characteristics of 

women of doubtful or bad character; and it can never at any time be 

suitable for a Christian woman to wear the gaudy attire of a harlot, or of a 

mere woman of fashion.128 

Finally, Thomson advises that women should not dedicate so much time to their 

appearance because this distracts them from their spirituality and Christian soul 

formation. He writes: “the love of dress becomes sinful, when it occupies too much time 

124 Ruskin, "Of Queens' Gardens," 84. 
125 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 26. 
126 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 27. 
127 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 26. 
128 In further warnings, Thomson advises women to dress with “propriety and economy.” He explains that 
dressing beyond one’s social rank leads to “silly vanity, and foolish extravagance”; Thomson, The Domestic 
Circle, 27. 



 

55 

and thought, and when it withdraws a woman's attention from the adorning of her mind, 

from the improvement of her heart, and the due regulation of her conduct.”129 

Thomson’s sentiments about the link between feminine integrity and spiritual 

centeredness are echoed throughout discussions of ecclesiastic interiors. According to 

Ryle, elaborate ornament and theatrical display in the church were deemed a distraction 

to the inward spirituality of the congregation. In a statement defending the church’s 

position on ornamentation, Ryle’s terminology resembles Thomson’s when he states that 

Evangelical Religion does not object to handsome churches, good 

ecclesiastical architecture, a well-ordered ceremonial, and a well-

conducted service . . . We like handsome, well-arranged places of 

worship, when we can get them. We abhor slovenliness and disorder in 

God’s service, as much as any. We would have all things done “decently 

and in order.” (1 Cor. xiv. 40.) 

But we steadily maintain that simplicity should be the grand 

characteristic of Christian worship. We hold that human nature is so 

easily led astray, and so thoroughly inclined to idolatry, that ornament in 

Christian worship should be used with a very sparing hand . . . We hold 

above all that the inward and spiritual character of the congregation is of 

far more importance than the architecture and adornments of the church. 

(1 Sam. xvi. 7.)130 

The devout, who united their families in Sabbath prayer, already conceived of their 

homes as miniature churches. The resemblance between home and church enabled 

Ryle’s ideal of simple and neat church ornament, which coincides with Thomson’s ideal 

of moderate feminine adornment, to provide a model for the design and décor of the 

evangelical home. The tripartite connection between ornament, femininity, and a 

woman’s rightful place according to scripture meant that the home’s interior’s design 

and decoration were an outward expression of its female inhabitant’s godliness. Rooms 

intended for public displays and socialisation were at risk of displaying a lack of 

modesty. The parlour or drawing room, in particular, was liable to this. 

                                                                 
129 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 28. 
130 Ryle, Knots Untied, 13. Ryle’s defensive stance is a likely response to the destabilising influences of the 
Oxford Movement from 1833, and Cambridge Camden Society from 1839, in their departure from 
evangelical conventions. These groups objected to the church’s pulpit preaching, lack of sacrament, and 
the simple furniture and decoration of ecclesiastic space. James Bettley, "'An Earnest Desire to Promote a 
Right Taste in Ecclesiastical Design': Cox & Sons and the Rise and Fall of the Church Furnishing 
Companies," The Journal of the Decorative Arts Society 1850 - the Present Omnium Gatherum - A 
Collection of Papers no. No. 26  (2002); Dominic Janes, "‘The Catholic Florist’: Flowers and Deviance in the 
Mid-Nineteenth-Century Church of England," Visual Culture in Britain 12, no. 1 (2011). 
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In his detailed guide to domestic life, The Christian Home As it is in Nature and the 

Church (1860), Rev. Samuel Philips highlights the danger that the parlour becomes the 

setting of immoral behaviours and appearances. Understanding it as a conduit to the 

outside world of “fashion,” “flatteries and hypocrisies,” he describes the parlour as “the 

most dangerous department of home.”131 In the home’s parlour “its members merge with 

society beyond its sacred precincts.”132 It is, therefore, “the most beautiful room; the best 

furniture is there; smiles adorn it; friends meet there.”133 

Philips highlights the parlour as a formative place for children. The parlour offered 

them an understanding the world beyond the home, which could foster their resilience to 

the lures and deceptions of social life. He explains that in the parlour  

we have a view of the relations of the home to society beyond it. The parlor 

is set apart for social communion with the world. Much of momentous 

interest is involved in this relation. The choice of companions, the forming 

of attachments and matrimonial alliances, the establishment of social 

position and influence in life beyond the family, these are all involved in 

the home parlor. If we would, therefore, escape the shackles and 

contamination of corrupt society, we must hold the parlour sacred and give 

to it the air and bearing of at least a moral aristocracy.134 

In order to properly raise their children,  

parents should never permit their parlor to become the scene of 

fashionable tyranny. The Christian parlor can be no depot for fashion. It 

should be sacred to God and to the church. It should be a true exponent of 

the social elements of Christianity.135 These laws exclude all compromise 

and amalgamation with the ungodly spirit and customs of the world. 

Allegiance to the higher and better law of God will keep us from 

submission to the laws of a depraved taste and carnal desire.136 

Guard your parlor, therefore, from the corrupting influence of all immoral 

associations. Be not carried away by the pomp and glare of refined and 

decorated wickedness. Let not the ornaments and magnificence of mere 

outward life divert your attention from those hidden principles which 

prompt to action . . .  Ever remember that the future condition of your 

children, their domestic character and happiness, will depend upon the 

kind of company you admit in your parlor.137 

                                                                 
131 Samuel Philips, The Christian Home as It Is in Nature and the Church (New York: G. & F. Bill, 1860), 257. 
132 Philips, The Christian Home as It Is in Nature and the Church, 257. 
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Philips warns of the parlour’s dangers to impressionable children and sharpens his 

thoughts on the incongruity between Christian morality, luxury and fashion in the home. 

Yet, he too described a need for balance when he explains that the parlour “should not be 

a hermitage, a state of seclusion from the world; but should conform to fashion, yet so 

far only as the laws of a sanctified taste and refinement will admit.”138 

Crucially, it was not only evangelical households that adhered to the Church’s 

attitude to ornament. Robert Kerr characterises his Gentleman’s House (1864) by 

describing a drawing room’s need for “delicacy,” “repose,” “simple grace and elegance” 

in decorative concerns.139 These terms, which might have been referring to a refined 

woman, instead categorise the home as a socio-cultural type. The advice that Thomson 

offered women appears to be directly translated by Kerr into home design. Kerr advises: 

A Gentleman's House, in short, whilst it ought to be free of ostentation, 

ought to be equally free of any opposite extreme. If we see a family of 

wealth and rank, and of otherwise accomplished taste, dwelling within 

flat brick walls surmounted by red chimney-pots, we say there is an 

incongruity here. If we see stately entertainments conducted with all the 

manifestations of wealth, and with the aids of choice and valuable 

furniture, plate, paintings, perhaps sculpture, in rooms whose walls and 

ceilings are helplessly devoid of decoration, the contrast is absurd. Every 

one will affirm, therefore, that a Gentleman's House ought to be not 

merely substantial, comfortable, convenient, and well furnished, but 

fairly adorned. It ought to exhibit a reasonable amount of intellectual 

liberality, faithfully keeping on the side of simplicity and moderation, and 

clinging to the grace of elegance as the beauty which will last the longest; 

but avoiding none the less that poverty of dress which is not self-denial, 

but inhospitality.140 

Kerr’s concern for balance between humility and luxury in ornamentation directly 

parallels the balance between modesty and personal adornment that Thomson counselled 

women to obtain. To achieve such a measured outcome, Kerr identified a need for homes 

to demonstrate “moderation” and “restraint” in their design.141 He explains that “he who 

would be a successful designer of a gentleman’s house must keep this principal of self-

denial in view as one of the most essential of all. Grandeur and artistic ambition must be 

                                                                 
138 Philips, The Christian Home as It Is in Nature and the Church, 259-60. 
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spared even in places of state.”142 By guiding the approach to the domestic architecture 

as a priest shepherding his congregation, the Victorian architect assumed his secular 

appointment as that of an ethical authority. In his terms, the appearance of the domestic 

interior provided an insight to the inhabitant’s soul or character. 

Along these lines, Thad Logan examines a well-appointed drawing room through 

the lens of excess described in Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis (1848-50). In her 

book, The Victorian Parlour (2001), Logan identifies Thackeray’s equation of 

“excessive decoration” and “unrestrained sexuality,” which she argues is revealed 

through an ironic use of the term “chastity.”143 It is useful to reposition and build on 

Logan’s focus to describe how chastity, a religious ideal and form of Christian ascetic 

restraint, had a bearing on the appearance of the secular or bourgeois interior. 

The History of Pendennis is a satirical novel about a young Arthur Pendennis’s 

entrance into English society. The fabulously wealthy Clavering family were 

acquaintances of his. Having lived in the colonies for years, the Claverings were having 

their home redesigned in preparation for their return. A third party oversaw the décor and 

furniture selections. The outcome was both fashionable and luxurious; the Claverings 

spared no expense. 

In line with Logan’s analysis, the expectation for a moral interior is activated by its 

counter form: an immoral one. Thackeray is sarcastic when using the epithet “chaste” to 

describe Lady Clavering’s drawing room—nothing, it seems, could be further from the 

truth.144 The idea is clearly presented through the room’s ultra-feminine decoration, 

which could not have been “fitted up with a more consummate chastity.”145 

Lady Clavering’s drawing room is described after the dining room and library, 

which highlights the feminine quality of the woman’s quarters. Thackeray writes 

But what could equal the chaste splendour of the drawing-rooms? — the 

carpets were so magnificently fluffy that your foot made no more noise 

on them than your shadow: on their white ground bloomed roses and 

tulips as big as warming-pans: about the room were high chairs and low 

chairs, bandy-legged chairs, chairs so attenuated that it was a wonder any 

but a sylph could sit upon them, marquetterie-tables covered with 
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marvellous gimcracks, china ornaments of all ages and countries, 

bronzes, gilt daggers, Books of Beauty, yataghans, Turkish papooshes 

and boxes of Parisian bonbons. Wherever you sat down there were 

Dresden shepherds and shepherdesses convenient at your elbow; there 

were, moreover, light blue poodles and ducks and cocks and hens in 

porcelain; there were nymphs by Boucher, and shepherdesses by Greuze, 

very chaste indeed; there were muslin curtains and brocade curtains, gilt 

cages with parroquets and love-birds, two squealing cockatoos, each out-

squealing and out-chattering the other; a clock singing tunes on a 

console-table, and another booming the hours like Great Tom, on the 

mantelpiece — there was, in a word, everything that comfort could 

desire, and the most elegant taste devise. A London drawing-room, fitted 

up without regard to expense, is surely one of the noblest and most 

curious sights of the present day. The Romans of the Lower Empire, the 

dear Marchionesses and Countesses of Louis XV., could scarcely have 

had a finer taste than our modern folks exhibit.146 

Thackeray’s description of the drawing room establishes a moral laxity by 

connecting lust, luxury and consumption in a way that Thomson, Philips and Kerr, 

forewarned their readers could be deleterious for spatial and personal character. The 

drawing room’s splendour, tactility and softened forms evoke the sinful “indelicacy” that 

Thomson described.147 The room’s contents intensify its sensual quality: Books of 

Beauty, Boucher’s nymphs, and love-birds among other curiosities. Aptly, the plot 

eventually exposes Lady Clavering as a bigamist. She was still married to her former 

husband, so that her marriage to Lord Clavering was not legally binding.148 The situation 

rendered her two children, one from each marriage, illegitimate. Coupled with her 

adulterous crime, her delivery of children out of wedlock was doubly a sin. John E 

Crowley reinforces the connection between luxury and sin in his article, “The Sensibility 

of Comfort” (1999). Crowley explains that from the late seventeenth century, “Material 

manifestations of luxury were symptomatic of corruptions of character . . . Christian 

preoccupations with individual sin reinforced the classical moral associations of luxury, 

and made it a threat to all individuals regardless of social and political status.”149 

The domestic objects and ornaments that characterised Lady Clavering’s drawing 

room embodied the decorative ideals of the mid-century Victorian parlour. Lady 

Clavering’s interior rendered her worldly and sophisticated rather than chaste. The 

                                                                 
146 Thackeray, The History of Pendennis, 398-399. 
147 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 27. 
148 He periodically extorted money from the Claverings to remain silent, and was presumed dead. 
149 John E. Crowley, "The Sensibility of Comfort," The American Historical Review 104, no. 3 (1999): 760. 
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room’s contents reveal varied items of historical value, educational worth, and 

connoisseurship, as artefacts collected by means of travel to exotic locales that represent 

the individuality and good breeding of its inhabitant. The drawing room articulates Lady 

Clavering as both a woman of fashion and a sinner. In terms of the proverbial opposition 

between serving God and serving Mammon, Thackeray’s Lady Clavering is certainly an 

admirer of Mammon. Clearly, Lady Clavering and her dining room bore little regard for 

orthodox Christian practices, nor for the infernal consequences of impiety. 

Thackeray’s ironic stance on the drawing room is further explained by Lady 

Clavering’s apparent lack of the conscience that characterises the genteel sensibility. 

Philip Greven’s scales of devotion help to explain how Protestant ideals were transposed 

to seemingly secular domains and ordinary activities, and then their origins forgotten. 

We see this, for example, in the objective to complete housework in the “quickest, nicest 

way,” or “not merely instructing in the ingredients that form a pound-cake, but how to 

use the fewest utensils, and the least time and trouble in compounding it.”150 

Evangelical principles had a significant bearing on secular life. As is clear in the 

example of Lady Clavering, not everybody subscribed to the doctrines of evangelicalism 

in its most stringent form. Most domestic inhabitants of the period would have occupied 

Greven’s moderate ground, and therefore suffered the hardships of internal division or 

tension. Thackeray’s parody of the drawing room as chaste highlights the conflicting 

conditions of piety and luxury that produced an inner tension experienced by many 

middle-class inhabitants. An individual’s compulsion to satisfy two divergent objectives 

leads one to question how they might negotiate their dilemma. The domestic inhabitant 

had a capacity or agency to diverge from the law and authority of the Church, and 

thereby fashion themselves and the interior as they pleased, as Lady Clavering did. 

Divergence from the ‘law’ is a part of the process of epistemological change. 

The central contrast or division, that between the love of comfort and the need for 

piety, is embodied in the two drawing rooms—Lady Clavering’s, and that of Family 

Prayers. Thackeray’s licentious drawing room can be compared to its more modest 

counterpart in Butler’s oil painting. Butler’s mid-century drawing room is a 

representation of the evangelical Christian home, which shares a decorative simplicity 

that aligns with the ideals of the Church. Respecting the Church’s position on 

ostentatious idolatry, which discouraged the use of iconography, the paintings on the 

wall are hung to subtly imply the form of the crucifix. The symbolic value of the clock is 

                                                                 
150 Wright, The Complete Home, 340.  
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reflective of the concern for efficiency of time and domestic economy prescribed in 

evangelical teachings.151 The room’s occupants are undemonstrative and restrained. As 

the embodiment of evangelical conventions in the home, Family Prayers depicts the 

chastity that is completely absent from the décor of Lady Clavering’s hedonistic drawing 

room. Lady Clavering’s parlour forms a heterotopian relation to the drawing room in 

Family Prayers, because it serves to “‘suspend, neutralise, or invert’ the set of 

relationships designed, reflected, or mirrored” by the other.152 While the two drawing 

rooms appear to exist in mutual exclusion, they complement each other in the wider 

social context of the nineteenth-century interior. 

My analysis has shown how the moral codes of evangelical Christianity translated 

into codes for the design of the bourgeois or secular interior, reflecting Landow’s 

conclusions about the foundational role of Biblical exegesis for literary and artistic 

discourse. The interior’s history is also rooted in scripture. As I explained at the 

chapter’s beginning, this has not been sufficiently acknowledged in the peripheral status 

of Family Prayers in Praz’s illustrated history. Of the two representations, Lady 

Clavering’s drawing room is the model that contemporary readers are more likely to 

recognise. This is owing, in part, to conventional illustrated histories of the interior, 

which use visual evidence to designate the decorative styles that are thought to capture 

the essence of the period. Other examples include Peter Thornton’s Authentic Décor 

(1984), and Jeremy Aynsley and Charlotte Grant’s Imagined Interiors (2006).153 My 

analysis helps to explain that the Protestant Christian home, portrayed in Family 

Prayers, was critical to the way the middle-class interior came into being. While Lady 

Clavering’s Neo-rococo interior forms the conventional historical precedent to the 

contemporary domestic interior, my analysis has also traced the modern interior’s origins 

in the soul-crafted pious interior of the nineteenth century as the complement to the 

decorated home. 

I have focused on Anglican Evangelicalism in this chapter, yet there is a potential to 

expand the breadth of this inquiry beyond evangelicalism to other orientations of 

Christian faith. The correlation between religious doctrine and interior design is 

                                                                 
151 Cohen, Household Gods, 8. 
152 Gordana Fontana-Giusti, Foucault for Architects, ed. Adam Sharr, Thinkers for Architects (London: 
Routledge, 2013), 137.  
153 See Charles Rice’s discussion about how visual evidence can produce an eternal idea of domestic 
inhabitation, particularly in relation to Praz and Thornton, in Rice, The Emergence of the Interior, 19, 20-
21. See also Rice’s critique of Imagined Interiors in Charles Rice, "Imagined Interiors: Representing the 
Domestic Interior since the Renaissance, Edited by Jeremy Aynsley and Charlotte Grant [Book Review]," 
Journal of architecture 12, no. 3 (2007a); Jeremy Aynsley and Charlotte Grant, eds., Imagined Interiors: 
Representing the Domestic Interior since the Renaissance (London: V&A Publishing, 2006). 
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particularly significant among those faiths concerned with the effects of inner thoughts 

and feelings on public life and spiritual futures.154 Foucault observes that the concern for 

introspection and “the cure of souls is very important, both in the Protestant and Catholic 

Churches.”155 According to Deborah Cohen, “Evangelicals shared with Methodists an 

overwhelming sense of the power of sin.”156 It can be hypothesised that there is a 

common Anglo-Saxon identity in Britain and Anglo-America that is significant for the 

relation between a home interior and its inhabitant. In addition, Greven, who originally 

observed scales of devotion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, sees that 

religious identities persist 

over the course of many generations and centuries among numerous 

groups in many different places throughout the Anglo-American world. 

Evangelicals for example, could be found in many religious 

denominations, including Anglicans, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, 

Baptists, and Quakers. Moderates also could be found in all of these 

denominations at the same time. The genteel, too were present throughout 

the Anglo American world during this period, and were members of 

many of the principal religious denomination. 157 

Similarly, what I have described as evangelical soul-craft was an idea and practice 

likewise evoked in the Puritanical, Calvinistic, or Quaker interiors. Seeing the workings 

of pastoral power in the domestic sphere as a struggle that impacted other Anglo-Saxon 

denominations invites further study in other socio-geographical contexts that are outside 

the scope of this research.158 Yet, particularly valuable to the trajectory of this thesis is 

how the evangelical temperament may have played out through the American Interior, as 

Samuel Philips has indicated in The Christian Home (1860), discussed in this chapter. In 

the next chapter, the focus on the interior will remain in Britain.  However, the quasi-

religious movement central to the chapter highlights a change in the relations of power, 

knowledge and subjectivity in the home.  I will show how the interplay between the 

interior and the self is no longer intended to ensure the prospect of a heavenly future, as 

the Christian home demonstrates. Rather, the ‘new’ interior that I discuss prioritises the 

inhabitant’s welfare and contentment in their present life. 

                                                                 
154 Greven, The Protestant Temperament, 12. 
155 Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics " 231. However, Catholic doctrines 
translate into the interior differently to those of Protestantism. 
156 Cohen, Household God's the British and Their Possesions 5. 
157 Cohen, Household God's the British and Their Possesions 5. 
158 I have an interest in French Catholic contexts, for example. Work undertaken as part of this thesis involved 
a study of feminine character and the interior through Balzac’s satirical short story A Second Home, 1830. 
Honore de Balzac, "A Second Home," in Madame Firmiani, and a Second Home (Dodo Press, 2006). 
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Chapter Two The Spirited Interior 

Spiritualism then is really one of the permanent and essential forms of 

human experience, not always in sight to everyone, but never far off, 

always within reach of those who care to seek it out . . . It is needed for 

various uses, and accordingly it is no longer an airy, floating 

phenomenon, half seen, half believed, much feared and rarely welcomed; 

it is domesticated-it receives a “local habitation and a name,” and links 

itself to the theologies and philosophies around it, either for friendly 

alliance or hostile conflict.  

– Morel Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 1887, 5.  

As prominent Victorian spiritualist Morel Theobald saw them, the ideals and 

controversies of modern spiritualism’s “local habitation” form a substantial component 

of the discourse on Spiritualism.1 Vibrating floors and illuminated walls, as well as 

tipping, rapping, and levitating furniture, are typical motifs in spiritualist accounts of 

drawing rooms across Britain and America in the mid-nineteenth century. Despite the 

pervasiveness of these motifs in spiritualist literature, researchers interested in the 

subject have focussed their attention on human mediums as primary vehicles for 

communication with the departed.2 This chapter also looks at the human medium, but I 

shift the focus onto the domestic environment by exploring what I have termed the 

Spirited Interior. In the Spirited Interior the qualities of spaces, their surfaces and 

furnishings, play a key role in communications with souls of the dead. 

The term Spirited Interior suggests two ideas. Firstly, it indicates the privileged 

location of spiritualist practices: the home as the “domesticated” place in which the souls 

of the dead presented themselves to the living.3 Secondly, the phrase suggests the spiritual 

quality of rooms that were energised by otherworldly activity. In this fanciful realm, the 

disembodied souls animated ordinarily inanimate architecture, furniture and objects to 

commune with believers. Importantly, the historical emergence of the Spirited Interior 

demonstrates contingent conceptions of the home, of spiritual belief, and of the soul—

                                                                 
1 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 5. 
2 For example, see Janet Oppenheim, The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 
1850-1914 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985). Also Alex Owen, The Darkened Room: Women, 
Power and Spiritualism in Late Victorian England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990). 
3 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 5. 
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either embodied or disembodied—that inhabited this energised setting. It is my objective 

to understand the Spirited Interior’s role in transitioning the home and self towards a 

secular domain of self-formation and social (familial and communal) association. 

The Spirited Interior diverged from the daily routines, gendered identities, and 

relationships established by the Christian doctrine of the home examined in Chapter One. 

Nevertheless, the new understanding of domestic space according to Spiritualist ideals 

developed out of the existing Christian norms. For example, connections between the 

home as a place of family worship took on new meaning in the dimmed, silenced 

atmosphere of séance rooms. In this setting, personal and spatial synergies of the family 

and gender were appropriated for different ends. The family circle became the spiritualist 

circle, and emotional bonds between kinsfolk were thought to attract the spirits of the 

deceased and bring them into common unity. In addition, traits that characterised the 

weaker sex, like frailty, intuition, emotional responsiveness, and empathy, were attributes 

that fostered women’s availability as prime mediums.4 The drawing room’s feminine 

aspects intensified the interior’s openness to spirit life. Spiritualism’s adaption of Victorian 

ideals of femininity turned the supernatural into the ordinary by allowing women to 

redirect their domestic energies and routine towards leadership in Spiritualist séances. In 

making a ‘proper’ Christian home, the householder, or housewife in particular, was 

opening the door to spirits, spiritual manifestations and an entire spiritualist movement. 

Believers embraced spiritualism as a valid way to engage with the interior. 

Nineteenth-century spiritualism, otherwise known as modern spiritualism, was 

informed by supernatural occurrences and apparitions depicted in the Old and New 

Testaments.5 Claims that “No greater proof can be brought forward of the truth of 

Spiritualism than the truth of the Bible, which teems and bristles with accounts of it from 

beginning to end” were not unique, and were called upon to justify Spiritualism’s 

contemporary presence and relevance.6 Spiritualists reinterpreted beliefs about the 

afterlife in unorthodox concepts, and changed the objective and methods of religious 

devotion at home in ways that not all Christians were willing to accept. Particularly 

provocative (and the subject of frequent ridicule by sceptics) was the way that spiritualist 

                                                                 
4 Owen, The Darkened Room, ii. 
5 John Harvey, Photography and Spirit, Exposures (London: Reaktion Books, 2007), 30. 
6 Florence Marryat, There Is No Death (New York: National Book Company, 1891), 16. Differences between 
the old and new forms of belief were identified in works like F.J. Theobald, Spiritualism in the Bible 
Compared with Modern Spiritualism, Etc. (1876). 
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beliefs and practices reframed the domestic interior, proclaiming it to be an interface 

between two worlds, one material, the other immaterial. 

For materialists who valued evidence over faith, the Spirited Interior highlighted the 

irrationality and the archaic origins of a supernaturalist outlook on the home. This 

included conventional Christianity’s belief in heaven. Heaven and the household were 

connected via their shared status as imaginary spirit realms. The materialist outlook 

fuelled agnosticism or even atheistic leanings. Scientists, pragmatists and rationalists 

alike argued that both religious and spiritualist beliefs could not be evaluated 

empirically. Spiritualism’s ‘unreasonable’ claims led rationalists to view the home as a 

setting in which séances, rapping furniture, and conversations with the dead rendered the 

participants mad. Those most profoundly affected by spiritualist delusions were 

individuals thought to be most adept at mediumism, that is, “weak-minded hysterical 

women,” as Forbes Winslow termed them.7 The common belief about women’s 

proneness to insanity impacted the perception of spiritualist space, especially the 

feminine drawing room. As a result of controversy, private household activities became 

an object of public debate. 

Despite its importance for shaping the interior as a secular realm, spiritualism has 

been overlooked by historians of the built environment as a strange historical byway. 

There are only a few studies of spiritualism’s effects on architecture and design. Among 

them is Daniel Cottom’s article “On the Dignity of Tables” (1988), where he initiates the 

study of the material contents of the spiritualist interior. Aviva Briefe’s article “‘Freaks 

of Furniture’: The Useless Energy of Haunted Things” (2017), is a more recent 

publication that addresses this topic.8 In addition, the role of the drawing room in 

spiritualist practices has been little acknowledged. For example, Janet Oppenheim’s 

seminal book, The Other World (1985), doesn’t explore the matter, but stresses that “The 

significant spread of spiritualism in Victorian Britain probably owed far less to the 

exertions of professionals than to the development of hundreds of private, or amateur, 

mediums who discovered their spiritualist powers in their own drawing rooms.”9 

Oppenheim explains that “It is, after all, far more compelling to see one’s own dining 

table in motion than to read about the antics of someone else’s furniture.”10 Alex Owen 

                                                                 
7 L. S. Forbes Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness" (London Baillière, Tindall and Cox, 1877), 20. 
8 Aviva Briefel, "'Freaks of Furniture': The Useless Energy of Haunted Things," Victorian Studies 59, no. 2 
(2017): 209-234. 
9 Oppenheim, The Other World, 8. 
10 Oppenheim, The Other World, 8. 
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has also written a seminal book about spiritualism, The Darkened Room (1990), which 

focuses on how the “nineteenth-century conception of femininity was crucial to the 

entire enterprise of Victorian mediumship.”11 However, her research does not examine 

feminine space as a spiritualist construct. 

Sharon Marcus takes a spatially oriented view of spiritualism in her book Apartment 

Stories (1999), where she identifies the research opportunity afforded by “the belief that 

the dead manifested themselves in the houses of the living” in London’s haunted 

houses.12 She suggests that an “insistence on translating the difference between the dead 

and the living into spatial terms contributed to the spiritualist’s focus on the home as a 

privileged site.”13 She explains her point in part through the word “partition,” which was 

used by F J Theobald to denote the division between the natural and supernatural in her 

book, Homes and Work in the Future Life (1885).14 Other commonly used terms found 

in spiritualist literature are “portal,” “curtain,” or “gate.”15 Again, it is not her project to 

identify and describe how the domestic interior came to be this essential spiritualist site. 

Marcus does, however, raise a point about Ruskin’s discussion of vitalism in architecture 

in relation to the home’s conceived mediumism, which I will elaborate upon and extend 

in the chapter. 

This chapter fills a gap in the interior’s history by describing how spiritualism’s 

influence on the Christian home shaped the understanding of the domestic interior. This 

was important for the secularisation of the home and its appearance. I will primarily 

focus on Georgina Houghton’s monograph Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance, 

(1881). The book elaborates on how the author manipulated her home to satisfy her 

spiritualist beliefs and aspirations. The book helps to understand personal agency 

                                                                 
11 Owen, The Darkened Room, ii. 
12 Marcus, Apartment Stories City and Home in Nineteenth-Century Paris and London, 119. 
13 Marcus, Apartment Stories City and Home in Nineteenth-Century Paris and London, 119. 
14 F.J. Theobald 1885 6, 11, in Marcus, Apartment Stories City and Home in Nineteenth-Century Paris and 
London, 119. See also F.J. Theobald, Homes and Work in the Future Life (London: E.W Allen, 1887). 
15 Theobald quotes T.T. Lynch in an epigraph to Part 1 Chapter 2, where the term “curtain” is used:  

“How near, how real, the hidden scene! 
Disclosure soon may come; 
Only a curtain lies between 
Me and my final home." Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 27. 

Theobald quotes Lord Alfred Tennyson in an epigraph to Part 2 Chapter 2, where he uses the terms 
“portal” and “gates”: 

“But when the heart is full of din, 
And doubt beside the portal waits, 
They can but listen at the gates,  
And hear the household jar within.“ Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 113. 
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connected to spiritualist practices, as Houghton’s mediumistic talents enabled her to use 

her home as a site of paid and fulfilling work while retaining her middle-class 

respectability. Subsequently I will explore the religious origins of the home’s spiritualist 

dimension by discussing a hitherto overlooked connection of domestic design to 

Ruskin’s vitalism in The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849). My interpretation of this 

important book reveals that Ruskin not only attributed lifelike elements to architecture, 

he also ascribed a soul or conscience to buildings. I argue that this quality made 

architecture more receptive to spiritualist theories of past life and emotional connection 

with the spirits. 

The chapter begins by describing the controversial underpinnings of the spiritualist 

movement. It introduces the difficulties encountered by spiritualists in the face of 

scientific scepticism, and contempt directed to the movement by the traditional Christian 

community. In the second section I begin the analysis of Georgina Houghton’s book 

Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance (1881). The analysis enlarges the understanding of 

the religious origins of the home’s spiritual conductivity by discussing a hitherto 

overlooked connection to Ruskin’s vitalism in Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849). In 

this important book, Ruskin positions architecture as ‘soulful’ and expressive of past life 

in a way that compares to the Spirited Interior. The third section elaborates my 

understanding of the Spirited Interior’s mediumism through a study of the séance room 

as an adaption of the Christian home. My focus returns to Houghton’s book in the fourth 

and final section of the chapter. It explains how the Spirited Interior was empowering for 

women by allowing them to redirect their energies toward leadership and the potential 

for financial independence through paid and fulfilling domestic work. The chapter shows 

that by drawing normative domestic themes into a new spiritualist framework, an 

extraordinary interior was created. 

Orthodox Contempt and Scientific Scepticism: Challenging the 

Spiritualist Home 

The spiritualist movement began in America in 1848 in a haunted farmhouse in 

Hydesville, New York, north of the Village of Newark. Two young sisters who lived in 

the house, Maggie and Kate Fox, aged fifteen and twelve, claimed to have heard 
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rappings on their table.16 They believed them to be the communications of a peddler who 

was rumoured to have been murdered in the farmhouse. This was a significant moment. 

Not only did the occurrence demonstrate a new purpose for the otherwise ordinary table 

as a means of otherworldly connection.17 The rappings also suggested that life after 

death was a complex affair. The self-professed “A Searcher After Truth,” anonymous 

author of an American book titled The Rappers: Or, The Mysteries, Fallacies, and 

Absurdities of Spirit-Rapping, Table-Tipping, and Entrancement, (1854), summarised 

the ambiguous realm that disembodied souls inhabited. He writes. 

The disciples of the Spiritual Rappings believe that, on the death of the 

body, the spirit passes into another world, the position of which, in the 

sphere of worlds, or the particular nature of which, they do not pretend to 

describe. They say that it is not Heaven, neither is it Hell; it is not 

midway between the two and it is not a place where God can be seen.18 

Heaven and Hell were no longer the first and final destinations of disembodied 

souls, as the ordinary Christians believed. Rather, renewed interpretations of the Bible 

allowed spiritualists to imagine that the souls of the dead traversed their own earthly 

realm as well as the next. This prospect led to the contentious claim that “There is No 

Death,” as British author, Florence Marryat, titled her book.19 Spiritualists professed the 

continuation of life, individuality and the ongoing development of the soul in the 

afterlife. 20 Furthermore, communication between these worlds was not only possible, but 

“under certain conditions probable,” as Morell Theobald wrote.21 

Importantly, interactions between the spiritual and material worlds did not occur 

silently, telepathically, or in dreams—soul to soul—between the disembodied and the 

                                                                 
16 The Fox sisters preface many histories of spiritualism. The girls went on to become successful mediums 
until they confessed that the rappings were a hoax in 1888. The Hydesville or Rochester Rappings are 
alluded to (but not cited) in Vizetelly, Table Turning and Table Talking, 7. For secondary sources see 
Oppenheim, The Other World, 11; Owen, The Darkened Room, 18; Tom Gunning, "Phantom Images and 
Modern Manifestations: Spirit Photography, Magic Theatre, Trick Films, and Photography's Uncanny," in 
Fugitive Images, ed. Patrice Petro (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 46; Tatiana  Kontou and 
Sarah Willburn, eds., The Ashgate Companion to Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and the Occult (Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2012), 4; Daniel Cottom, "On the Dignity of Tables," Critical Inquiry 14, no. 4 (1988); Harvey, 
Photography and Spirit, 25. 
17 Cottom, "On the Dignity of Tables," 765,766. 
18 A Searcher After Truth, The Rappers: Or, the Mysteries, Fallacies, and Absurdities of Spirit-Rapping, 
Table-Tipping, and Entrancement (New York: H. Long & Brother, 1854), 15. 
19 Marryat, There Is No Death. 
20 “They [spiritualists] say it is rather a school of progress, where the spirit, when it first becomes a real 
spirit, that is, when it is freed from the body, goes to learn and advance higher and higher, until it reaches 
perfection.” Searcher After Truth, The Rappers, 15. 
21 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 8. 
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living, as might be deduced from the understanding that the soul is intangible. Instead, 

the type of spiritualist communication that dominated the mid-nineteenth century 

manifested itself audibly and visibly in the domestic interior.22 

“I have known” says Judge Edmonds, an American believer, “a pine 

table, with four legs, lifted bodily up from the floor, in the centre of a 

circle of six or eight persons, turned upside down and laid upon its top at 

our feet, then lifted up over our heads, and put leaning against the back of 

the sofa on which we sat . . . , I have seen a mahogany table, having only 

a centre leg, and with a lamp burning on it, lifted from the floor at least a 

foot, in spite of the efforts of those present, and shaken backwards and 

forwards as one would a goblet in his hands, and the lamp retain its 

place.23 

Spiritualism’s entry into British drawing rooms came four years after the Hydesville 

Rappings, with the arrival in England of an American spiritualist, Mrs Hayden, in 

1852.24 One opponent of spiritualism, mentioned in the previous chapter, psychiatrist L S 

Forbes Winslow, complained that within five years of her arrival “there were thirty 

thousand media” in her image, and “more than a million persons who firmly believed in 

this imposition [of spiritualism].”25 Spiritualism’s growing popularity in Great Britain 

created such a sensation that, as Janet Oppenheim writes, “table tilting became, for a 

brief time, a national hobby.”26 Meanwhile, our anonymous observer, A Searcher After 

Truth, describes the prevalence of spiritualism in New York City, which provided 

London with a transatlantic counterpart for unearthly manifestations. He writes, 

These believers are to be found in every class of society from the highest 

to the lowest, and among minds of every degree of capacity and 

cultivation, from the most accomplished scholar down to the most 

ignorant of the ignorant . . . From morning until noon, from noon until 

night, and from night until morning again, in parlors where flashing 

mirrors reflect rosewood, and velvet, and silver, and gold; in humble 

                                                                 
22 By the following decade, the 1860s, other appearances complemented these dynamic Victorian 
interiors. Full body or partial materialisations, automatic writing, gripped hands, and even kisses from the 
spirits of the dead to the living materialised in the home.  

“Dear Papa's signal is a kiss on my left cheek, and she gives me one on the right cheek as a sign of her 
presence; but I rejoice to know that they are so thoroughly one that whichever may make the 
announcement, it is the assurance of the presence of the other, but on special occasions they both 
kiss me at once.” Houghton, Evenings at Home 207-208. 

23 "Art. Vi. The Literature of Spirit-Rapping," The National review 4, no. 7 (1857): 133. 
24 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 8. Mrs Roberts arrived from America to England after Mrs Haydon in 
1853. Oppenheim, The Other World, 11. 
25 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 8. 
26 Oppenheim, The Other World, 11. 
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rooms where the floors and walls are bare, the tables are placed, and 

around them, men and women, with their hands spread out, and eyes 

fixed as if on vacancy, are seated, waiting for communications from the 

Spirit World.27 

Spiritualism appealed to all classes and was accessible to all individuals who were 

interested to “seek it out” which contributed to the movement’s pervasiveness. 28 

It is the materialist aspect of modern spiritualism, which belonged to an age of 

science and innovative technologies, that has occupied much of the research into the 

movement. Developments in telephony and Morse Code, for example, are thought to 

have influenced the form of communication that characterised spiritualism’s modern 

variant and set it apart from the supernatural visions, angels, and spirits in the Bible.29 

However, Daniel Cottom’s research identifies an additional aspect of spiritualism’s 

idiosyncratic appearance in the nineteenth-century. Cottom’s focus is the spiritualist 

belief in everyday things as “the ultimate text for the sublime.”30 He argues that by 

locating itself in the objects of daily life, “modern spiritualism did something radically 

different” to its Biblical form.31 

It vulgarized the supernatural. Spiritualists turned nature, the 

supernatural, human beings, and the world all together into public scenes 

unregulated by social and sacramental conventions. They found 

unmediated truth in objects and phenomena accessible to all. This is the 

great pathos of modern spiritualism, which made it intolerable to so 

many: that immediacy should be so ordinary, so graceless, nothing more 

than common life. It was revelation on the cheap, and one might so 

describe it and provoke no dissent from believers.32 

In his article “On the Dignity of Tables” (1988), Cottom describes the contentious 

discourse surrounding the spiritualist’s chosen “organ of speech”—an ordinary table—

                                                                 
27 Searcher After Truth, The Rappers, 13-14. 
28 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 5. 
29 Jill Galvan, "The Victorian Post-Human: Transmission, Information and the Séance," in The Ashagte 
Research Companion to Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and the Occult, ed. Tatiana Kontou and Sarah 
Willburn (Surrey: Ashgate, 2012), 79-80; Anthony Enns, "The Undead Author: Spiritualism, Technology and 
Authorship," in The Ashagte Research Companion to Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and the Occult, ed. 
Tatiana Kontou and Sarah Willburn (Surrey: Ashgate, 2012), 59-65. Christine Ferguson, "Recent 
Scholarship on Spiritualism and Science," in The Ashagte Research Companion to Nineteenth-Century 
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purporting to express manifestations of transcendent being.33 This was considered vulgar 

by faithful Christians and in addition, it was impossible to rationally engage with 

spiritualism’s nonsensical convictions, which made commentators uncomfortable.34 For 

example, one author was “almost ashamed to be obliged to add . . .  Spirit-rapping and 

Table-talking ” to his mid-century article about “Mesmerism, Electro-Biology, Odylism 

and Table-turning,” in the Quarterly Review.35 While a respected scientist was left “a 

little ashamed” of his long explanation on table moving, for “in the present age, and in 

this part of the world, it ought not to have been required.”36 Forbes Winslow concurred 

that “it is a disgrace to all humanity that in the nineteenth century, when education has 

advanced, we find a large and increasing class of human beings who pursuade 

themselves that they believe in the doctrines of spiritualism.” 37 

To the scientific community’s abhorrence, spiritualist séances were presented by 

devotees as empirical evidence of otherworldly communication in the home. Personal 

experiences of paranormal phenomena were published weekly in periodicals that 

included The Yorkshire Spiritual Telegraph from 1855, The Spiritual Herald from 1856, 

and The Communities Journal from 1857. Subsequently, the Spiritualist, The Christian 

Spiritualist, The Spiritual Magazine, The Medium and Daybreak, Light, and additional 

titles were added to the list. While supporting spiritualist claims, these publications 

supplied ammunition for the opposition: the sceptical, anti-spiritualist and scientific 

journals that drew personal claims for spiritual manifestations into question. Articles 

such as the cynical “Spirit-Rapping Made Easy” series in the journal Once a Week, for 

example, revealed how the arrangement and contents of the drawing room were easily 

and routinely manipulated to the medium’s advantage.38 

To further complicate the reception of spiritualism, the positioning of the interior as 

a spiritually conductive site involved an understanding of the soul that conflicted with 
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conventional Christianity of the time. In other words, spiritualism’s biblical 

underpinnings were themselves the subject of contention. An article in the Quarterly 

Review explained that “‘Table Talking’ therein described,” was thought to be “the work 

of evil spirits (as maintained by the Evangelical clergymen who first investigated it).”39 

While one Reverend Godfrey squarely attributed spiritualist encounters to the Devil.40 

Morell Theobald was accustomed to opposition from more orthodox quarters of the 

Christian community. He explained in a lecture delivered at the London Spiritualist 

Alliance in 1884: “When I recorded some of the activities of spirit life (many years ago 

in the columns of the Spiritualist) religious people especially, with whom I had held 

sweet counsel for years, found out either that I was a fool or that I had admitted the devil 

into my house.”41 In another response to the same prejudice, he captured the sanguine 

and domesticated nature of nineteenth-century spiritualism. He writes: 

Nor have we, while this marvellous power has been all about us, had the 

least sense of fear. Though I hear I have been denounced at a 

neighbouring church as having to do with the devil, I fear no evil; for if it 

be Satan he is certainly domesticated and changed into an angel of light, 

or certainly of fire-light. He has exchanged his medieval tail for a 

nineteenth-century apron.42 

The view that modern spiritualism disrespected orthodox belief and parodied 

scientific thought undermined the legitimacy of the spiritualist home for many. In the 

library hall of the Athenaeum, The Rev. H H Jones remarked that it “it appeared to him 

that the phenomena of table turning must necessarily be the result either of collusion, 

illusion, or of the action of some mysterious and hitherto almost unknown and 

unrecognised force.”43 The home became the site and source of disagreement between 

scientific rationality and spiritualist belief. The conflict ultimately contributed to the 

interior’s secularisation by changing the way that inhabitants conceived of, spoke about, 

and understood themselves through the interior. 
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The Sentient Soul, Sensitive Space and Memory 

The following discussion focuses on the first book of a two-volumed series written by 

Georgina Houghton, titled Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance (1881-82). Both books 

present accounts of Houghton’s spiritualist experiences that occurred within her own home 

over the twenty years preceding publication. Book one focusses on the first ten years of 

her mediumship, between 1859 and the time of her mother’s death in 1869. The second 

book spans the later period of her mediumship, 1870 to 1881. It was published the 

following year, coinciding with her Chronicles of the Photographs of Spiritual Beings and 

Phenomena Invisible to the Material Eye (1882), for which she is best known.44 

Evenings at Home offers an example of how Christian conventions of the home, 

family, and domestic life became the ground from which spiritualist understandings 

grew. Through the recollections and experiences that she describes, the house is 

established as blessed, and—seemingly independent of any Christian underpinning or 

association—mysterious. To explain her home’s enigmatic status in further detail, the 

first part of my analysis in this section explores the home’s numinous quality through the 

interior as a setting for past-life experiences. I further explore the subject of memory 

through a reading of Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849), to understand 

the spiritualist expression of past life in architecture. 

Houghton was a refined, unmarried woman who lived with her mother. The pair lived 

in relative poverty after exhausting the inheritance that her deceased father had left them.45 

Sadly, Houghton’s life had been markedly touched by death. The year of her mother’s 

passing coincided with the deaths of her brother George and nephew Charlie. Charlie was 

the son of her favourite sister Zillah, who had died almost twenty years before. Moreover, 

of Houghton’s nine siblings, seven had died. Of these deaths, Houghton was most deeply 

affected by Zillah’s. It was the possibility of contact with her in the summer of 1859 that 

sparked Houghton’s interest in spiritualism. Despite her curiosity about the “Other World,” 

as Oppenheim has termed it, she remained devoutly mainstream Christian.46 Houghton 

asserts in her opening pages that “What I have striven to prove is that spiritualism has not 
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come in place of Christianity.”47 Rather, she used the Bible to justify a range of spiritualist 

beliefs and paranormal phenomena that she started to focus on. In addition, her Christian 

faith allowed her to maintain a measure of social decorum while she dabbled in 

controversial spiritualist practices. This was an important strategy for Houghton, because 

as a spinster she already occupied a marginal social position. 

Unlike the cantankerous spirits of Victorian haunted houses, Houghton’s spirit 

“friends” were a welcome guiding presence in her home.48 These spirits, “invisibles” or 

“they,” as Houghton referred to them, were often determined to be departed family 

members, or the family members’ unrelated guests from the afterlife selectively invited 

into the domestic circle.49 She did, however, “during the first year or two” receive several 

“incorrect messages” from this cast of unworldly characters.50 She attributed these 

miscommunications to either “mistakes” made by the spirits, or an outcome “which, 

perhaps arose from something in the surrounding[s].”51 Houghton’s concern for the 

interior’s atmosphere suggests how important the interior conditions were to its spiritual 

conductivity. Her assumption that her home could be mediumistic is noteworthy. 

Sharon Marcus makes an argument about London’s haunted houses that has 

prompted my further consideration of the domestic interior as a portal to the spirit life. 

She identifies that a correspondence between human character and architectural features 

provides grounds for understanding how the home was conceived as mediumistic in 

spiritualist thought. Marcus explains that “Architectural theory frequently invoked the 

ontological confusion caused by spectrality’s tendency to animate the inanimate when 

they invested physical space with human attributes and ascribed imaginative influence 

and moral determinacy to homes.”52 By this, she means that an inclination of Victorian 

designers and cultural commentators to conceive of, evaluate, and describe buildings, 

particularly dwellings, in human terms, made it possible to animate them and understand 

them as lifelike. 

Marcus furthers her point about architecture’s animation based on its alignment with 

human character through John Ruskin’s vitalism in The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 

(1849). She observes that Ruskin conceived of buildings as “sensible,” and that he 
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evaluates buildings “in terms of ‘vitality’ or ‘deadness’ . . . [and says of] ‘Living 

Architecture’ that there is ‘sensation in every inch if it’.”53 The following analysis 

extends this observation in order to explore the home’s ability to restore and express 

memories of past life through its character. 

Due to their constrained financial circumstances, Houghton and her mother were 

compelled to move to a more affordable residence. The prospect of leaving their family 

home, where they had lived since 1830, was daunting.54 The home was replete with 

“imaginary possessions” whereby memories made the home more meaningful to 

Houghton than just the four walls of a protective enclosure.55 She explains, 

I began the task of looking over the old stores and hoards as a preparation 

for our leaving. It was indeed a task,—full of sore thoughts and many 

trials. We had lived there a large and united family, many love-tales and 

romances had been enacted in the years we had dwelt there; some of the 

young ones had gone to foreign lands to find a grave; some had married, 

and even among them death had been busy; and of all the full life those 

walls had once contained, Mamma and I alone were left. Everything I 

touched seemed to evoke fresh memories, and I do think it was the very 

saddest and hardest time I ever went through, for all the troubles seemed 

there at once . . . the atmosphere of grief and sorrow seemed to thrill 

every nerve.56 

Stored items from Houghton’s past were unsettling reminders of her family. She 

recalled important household events, as well as her family’s loves and losses. Some of 

her memories were good; other less so. Henry Vizetelly’s spiritualist advice book Table 

Turning and Table Talking (1853), explains that “feelings and emotions,” like the kind 

stirred in Houghton, were the “lights and shades of the soul’s sensibility.”57 

Houghton’s memories take on a further dimension when considered alongside “The 

Lamp of Memory,” Chapter Six of Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849). In 

it, Ruskin explains that memories produced the “real light, and colour and preciousness 

of architecture.”58 There is nuance in Ruskin, which underpins spiritualist belief in the 
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home as a receptacle for disembodied souls, that is overlooked in conventional 

interpretations of his writing. While Ruskin writes about public architecture and the 

community, I view Houghton’s experience in parallel, as the domestic, individualised 

version of his thoughts. The following analysis in The Lamp of Memory of architecture 

as soulful begins to explain why Houghton’s home was particularly meaningful to her. 

Ruskin writes, 

the greatest glory of a building . . . is in its Age, and in that deep sense of 

voicefulness, of stern watching, of mysterious sympathy, nay, even of 

approval or condemnation, which we feel in walls that have long been 

washed by the passing waves of humanity. It is in their lasting witness 

against men.59 

. . . and it is not until a building has assumed this character, till it has been 

entrusted with the fame, and hallowed by the deeds of men, till its walls 

have been witnesses of suffering, and its pillars rise out of the shadows of 

death, that its existence, more lasting as it is than that of the natural 

objects of the world around it, can be gifted with even so much as these 

possess, of language and of life.60 

In my interpretation, these passages conceive that a building’s “character” was not 

assumed until it had been individualised and shaped by the inhabitants’ experiences.61 

The inhabitants’ experiences were given empirical form by their imprint on the building 

envelope, interior arrangement, and contents. This suggests that architecture for Ruskin 

is not only ‘living’ as Marcus has noted, but has a character that is variable and 

individualised according to the nature of the human experiences that have transpired 

within. Ruskin’s contention that actions witnessed by a room’s interior walls could be 

judged through “mysterious sympathy, nay, even of approval or condemnation” draws 

Bunyan’s Mansoul to mind.62 In that Biblical allegory, the situated soul is a sentient 

measure of conscience and morality. 

Additionally, for Ruskin, architecture was instilled with the gift of language. Ruskin 

describes architecture as “voiceful,” “watchful,” “sympathetic,” and “judgemental.”63 

These human qualities were demonstrated through the building’s character or the 

available record of past experiences occurring there, which serve as reminders or 
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memories. The building is the subject; Ruskin describes its walls as receptive to, but also 

expressive of, the “passing waves of humanity” that they had observed. 64 It was this 

sensitivity to past life which was similarly required of the human spiritualist medium. 

Ruskin’s way of thinking about architecture and memory positions Houghton’s family 

home, which had been, to use Ruskin’s terms, “hallowed by the deeds of men,” (and 

women) and witness to their sufferings and pleasures, not only as the privileged site of 

spiritualist practices, but also as an ideal medium for the audible and animated 

expression of past life or memory.65 Houghton’s evocation of memory through the 

interior and its “stores and hoards” formed a part of her individual and family identity.66 

By connecting her to her deceased relatives, her memories generate her emotional 

attachment and sense of belonging to the home. The parallel with Ruskin’s conception of 

architecture helps to explain why Houghton’s memories made the home ‘speak’ to her. 

Ruskin’s description of architecture as soulful is more or less prevalent in 

spiritualist discourse. Spiritualists recognised that the relation between the home and 

spiritual worlds borrowed and adapted the analogy from the Christian connection 

between body and soul. The concept is explained in the following piece of automatic 

writing produced in séance and captured in Morell Theobald’s book Spirit Workers in 

the Home Circle, 1887. 

The spiritual world is the soul of the natural [material world], and the 

world of matter is as much dependent on the world of spirit as the human 

body is dependent on the soul. The connection between them must 

therefore be of the most intimate kind . . . With these ideas respecting the 

connection between the spiritual and natural worlds, it is not difficult to 

conceive how spirits can have the closest and most uninterrupted 

intercourse with man.67 

The passage implies that the spirit world relies on the material or “natural” world for 

animation in the same way that the soul relies on the body.68 Among spiritualists, the 

home belonged to the natural or material world. This soul-body connection, as theorised 

above, allowed for “uninterrupted” connection between disembodied spirits and the 

interior architecture, furniture and objects that they animated.69 The idea of architecture 
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as soulful is part of a long-standing development in the evaluation of buildings and 

spaces in moral terms. Descriptions like “character” and “integrity,” for example, imply 

moral import and continue to be used to describe architecture as well as people, as 

Taylor and Levine have acknowledged.70 In a correlated way, Robert Kerr applies 

character-forming ideals to the drawing room of his gentleman’s house, as I described in 

Chapter One. 

It is important to acknowledge that Ruskin’s discussion of animation and an 

architecture that lives is conventionally accepted to counterpoise industrialisation and 

mechanisation. In this interpretation, architecture’s vitalism is realised through the 

features and imperfections of manual craftsmanship. The ‘deeds of men’ refers to those 

who constructed the building and carved its stone; they made it ‘speak’ by adding 

sculpture and ornament. The walls ‘lived’ as they were made in a way that was reflective 

of their time, which ascribed historical value for future generations. However, this view 

potentially underestimates the influence on this thinking of Ruskin’s evangelical agenda, 

particularly evident in Chapter One of The Seven Lamps of Architecture, as George 

Landow has explained.71 When Ruskin sees within architecture a source and register of 

vitality, his thoughts were framed by the soul’s relation to the body as depicted in 

scripture, and expounded to the masses by John Bunyan’s citadel of Mansoul in The 

Holy Wars (1682). In my view, Ruskin’s evangelical way of shaping seemingly ‘secular’ 

ideas about architecture, including a form of spiritualism, makes the positioning of the 

interior as a mediumistic site a morally driven undertaking. (It may be of further interest 

to note that Ruskin developed an interest in spiritualism in the mid 1870s, and later in 

the century, is listed among the honorary members of the Society for Psychical 

Research, in 1889.)72 

This section has sought to highlight a scriptural connection to the home’s soulful 

animation through Ruskin. The following section elaborates my study of the home as a 

privileged location for the animated and meaningful expression of past life in more detail. I 

will explore the séance room as a highly choreographed, hyper-mediumistic space. 
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The Séance Room 

Sit, positive and negative alternately, secure against disturbance, in subdued 

light, and in comfortable and unconstrained positions, round an uncovered 

table of convenient size. Lay the palms of the hands flat upon its upper 

surface. The hands of each sitter need not touch those of his neighbour, 

though the practice is frequently adopted . . . If the table moves, let your 

pressure on its surface be so gentle that you are sure you are not aiding its 

motions. After some time you will probably find that the movement will 

continue if your hands are held over, but not in contact with it.73 

Spiritualist séance involved the gathering of like-minded individuals who actively 

sought to communicate with the “spirits of the dead.”74 Communications with spirits in 

séance contrasted with interactions with disembodied souls that were “unsought” and 

that “mingled naturally” in daily life, as was often reported to occur.75 Usually, the type 

of animation experienced in séance was subtle, and typified by “a sensation of throbbing 

in the table. These indications at first so slight as to cause doubt to their reality, will 

usually develop with more or less rapidity,” as Houghton explained.76 Less frequently, 

“rough manifestation[s]” occurred. 77 Houghton describes how “On one occasion, at Mrs. 

Gregory's, the large loo-table round which we were sitting, was suddenly lifted and 

turned upside-down, and while we were all wondering at the immense force thus 

displayed, Miss Nicholl's chair, with her in it, was raised, and placed on the sort of 

platform made by the three branching feet.”78 

Cultivating an interior that might encourage similar events was a measured and 

considered undertaking. A successful séance required that the drawing room be 

manipulated or “harmonised” in a way that could amplify its mediumistic quality.79 

Harmonising extended to both the room and its occupants, since particular spatial but 

also personal states were considered to be more conducive to summoning the spirits. For 

example, Henry Vizetelly’s advice book Table Turning and Table Talking (1853) 

advised that “The temperature of the room should be moderate and dry,” “perfect silence 
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should be maintained,” and “that thoughts should be concentrated upon some result.”80 

The room’s complete enclosure was also critical to the arrangement, as was a reduced 

light level. Darkening the drawing room was a “usual preliminary” as Florence Marryat 

advised.81 Likewise Houghton ensured that “Doors and windows were all carefully 

closed to exclude every particle of light.”82 

Importantly, the obfuscating effects of darkness opened the possibility for doubt, 

and hence the need for critical reflection. Marryat would not enter into a séance if she 

could not see, because of the risk of deception in the dark. She “held the opinion that 

sittings in the dark must afford so much ability for deception that I would engage in 

none, where I was not permitted the use of my eyesight.”83 Likewise, Theobald writes: 

We have often been directed by them [the spirits] to sit in complete 

darkness—a condition they considered necessary in the outset, but one 

which will be dispensed with when sufficient power has been gained. It is 

a condition of sitting we usually object to, and always avoid if strangers 

are present. But it is only in darkness that the spirit lights can be seen.84 

Of equivalent value to darkness was the quality of relations between those persons 

in attendance; familiarity was a key trait. Catherine Berry wrote in her book, Experiences 

in Spiritualism, (1876), that “By carefully selecting my sitters I have ensured the best 

manifestations. Sometimes when the conditions were particularly favourable, the spirits 

were able to do almost everything desired of them, and the power exercised by them has 

astounded all who witnessed it.”85 Berry’s vigilant choice of attendees was determined 

by the interpersonal connections and social dynamics between them. Emotional bonds 

between members were known to produce spiritually heightened conditions in séance. 

An article in The Medium and Daybreak reads: 

Spiritualism is essentially a domestic institution  . . . Spiritual 

manifestations have been most successfully evolved in select companies, 

more particularly in the family circle, or where there is a kinship of 

spiritual development similar to true family affinity. Mediums have the 

greatest degree of power, the phenomena are of the most unmistakable 
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description, and communications are purest, when presented in select and 

harmonious gatherings of which a well ordered family is the type.86 

The passage suggests that the addition of non-family members expanded the family. 

Advice from German spiritualists contained in Vizetelly’s book recommended that “It is 

advantageous so to place the experimentalists, that persons connected together by 

relationship or friendship be placed together. Thus, husband and wife, and friends of the 

two sexes, should be next to one another in the magnetic chain.”87 

The spiritualist circle’s extension of the family to include friendships held 

disadvantages. By not sharing an attachment to all circle members, new acquaintances to 

an established séance group often compromised the room’s conductivity. Familiarity 

between sitters was crucial to harmonisation. Houghton writes, “The first séance we had 

after her [Mrs Nicholl’s] return . . . was composed of rather a changed circle, so that we 

could not, of course, expect equal results; but when I received permission to invite three 

fresh guests, I was warned that such would be the case, although ‘they‘ concurred with 

me that the invitations must be given.”88 Or, in Theobald, “we found that sufficient 

physical power does not exist in our present reduced home circle, for recently we have 

lost one or two pro.tem. [temporarily] from our family circle: this, where all are 

contributive [sic], involves weakened conditions.”89 

As a mirroring of the Christian family circle, the recital of litanies often featured in 

séance, although the reason for communal gathering, was no longer to ensure individual 

salvation through common prayer. Rather, the purpose was to improve the interior’s 

mediumistic quality, and thereby encourage “communication between the spirits of the 

departed and the souls of the living.”90 Morell Theobald’s sister Florence wrote in her 

book Homes and Work in the Future Life, “The reliability of spirit-teaching, as coming 

through any medium, must depend on the state of the passivity of the circle . . . the circle 

is harmonised by a spirit of prayer.”91 Thus the ‘supernaturalist’ orientation of attendees, 

or their belief in the unknown, was considered vital. Houghton explained of an 
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acquaintance that “Gradually doubts crept in, placing a cloud between him and the 

invisibles.”92 Of another non-believer Houghton writes, 

He placed me in a dilemma, but the matter admitted of no compromise. 

Clever he certainly was, but the adjective religious would have needed 

the prefix of the little syllable "ir," so that he was an utterly impossible 

element in one of my séances; therefore, under counsel, I wrote to him to 

say that for all the visitors who might be present at our circle, I received 

the directions from my spiritual advisers, but that Mr.Guppy's name was 

not included in the list; therefore, that however grieved I might be to 

forego the pleasure of Mrs. Guppy's company, I must submit to that if it 

must be so, but that it would in no way interfere with the harmony 

between her and me.93 

In the passage, Houghton notes the incompatibility of impiety with the séance room’s 

atmosphere. Similarly, the following example from Theobald shows the consequences of 

scepticism. He explains that a servant couple had “ . . . since we last saw them, become 

decidedly prejudiced against spiritualism, and antagonistic to its indications among us . . . 

As soon as they were out of the house the atmosphere was changed.”94 

The necessary qualities of morality, familiarity, and faith, were paired with a need 

for spatial intimacy in the séance room. The proper arrangement of furniture 

accompanied darkness and silence to create synergies. Relations between individuals 

were made hierarchical through seating arrangements. Those individuals possessing 

superior mediumistic abilities were seated closest to the table. Houghton recalls that 

“Miss Nicholl sat at the table, with her grandfather on her right, while I was on her left—

there was then a space—Mr. Champernowne and little Turketine—again a space—and 

Mrs. Varley; thus making six at the table. The others were seated behind, forming as it 

were scallops to those at the table.”95 Houghton’s considered seating arrangement 

maximised the room’s sensitivity. Additionally, Vizetelly’s guide suggested that “an 

uneven number of persons, which should seldom be above five, may better produce the 

movement than an even number.”96 Refer to Figure 2.1. 

                                                                 
92 Houghton, Evenings at Home 146.;  
93 Houghton, Evenings at Home 166 [emphasis in original]. 
94 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 239. 
95 Houghton, Evenings at Home 150-151. 
96 Vizetelly, Table Turning and Table Talking, 132. 
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Figure 2.1 Vizetelly, Henry, The Turning Table 

In Vizetelly, Henry, Table Turning and Table Talking, second ed. (London: Clarke, Beeton and Co. 1853), 99. 

The most effective kind of table was also a matter for consideration. Vizetelly 

advised that 

The tables which have hitherto produced the best effects are those called 

drawing room tables, of moderate size, and an oval form . . . Tables 

having only one leg are also so much the better . . . The table should be 

wooden, no matter of what wood or what form, for experiments on 

mahogany, deal, oak, or fir tables, round or oval, have all equally 

succeeded. It is indifferent whether it be a folding one or not. Its weight is 

also a matter of no consequence.97 

Vizetelly also provided practical instructions from France for operations with objects 

other than tables. Successful interactions with spirit life had been attained through 

pendulums, hats, rings, puppets, and music stools.98 Refer to Figure 2.2 and Figure 2.3. 

                                                                 
97 Vizetelly, Table Turning and Table Talking, 133. 
98 Vizetelly, Table Turning and Table Talking, 138-147. 
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Figure 2.2 Vizetelly, Henry, The 

Oscillating Puppet 

In Vizetelly, Henry, Table Turning and Table 
Talking, second ed. (London Clarke, Beeton and 
Co. 1853), 140. 

 

Figure 2.3 Vizetelly, Henry, The Music 

Stool 

In Vizetelly, Henry, Table Turning and Table 
Talking, second ed. (London Clarke, Beeton and 
Co. 1853), 147. 

 

Because of their spiritually receptive qualities, séance rooms had the capacity to forge 

interpersonal connections between unacquainted guests in advance. Houghton illustrates 

the point when she describes her preparations for an approaching séance. She writes: 

She called upon us a few days later to consult with me about a large 

séance that the spirits wished her to hold, when her landlady would 

kindly allow her the use of the drawing-room. We obtained a list of all 

the permitted guests, for she knew that if that list were made here, it 

would be sure to be properly harmonised. It took place on October 3, and 

there were eighteen persons present.99 

There is a link between enclosure and mediumism which possibly informed the 

rationalising of the space and furnishings within “spirit cabinets.” Cabinets were 

introduced in the eighteen-fifties and were for a time only used by public mediums. They 

generally consisted of an area that was large enough to be occupied. In these small, often 

portable spaces, public mediums emulated the intimate conditions of a séance room. 

Catherine Berry refers to cabinets extensively in her book, which was published in 1876, 
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and in which she claims that she was “the first person to introduce cabinet séances [at 

home] into this country [England].”100 She provides a description of the cabinet, which 

was contained in a letter to the editor of The Medium and Daybreak, reporting an 

experiment undertaken in it by a Dr Dixon. It read 

The recess is eight feet from front to back, and just wide enough for the 

two mediums to pack themselves in a seat at the back; a small hinged 

wicket, as deep as from the chest to the lower part of the trunk, and 

furnished with a padlock, shuts them in closely, when seated, against the 

wall. On taking their seat, we (as “John King” wished the experiment to 

be under test conditions) locked the padlock and I kept the key. Then we 

closed the outer door of the cabinet. The mediums we knew could not 

move, and their hands could not reach the apertures in the outer door by 

three feet. The two apertures are about six inches square, and covered 

with small curtains of dark cloth. On our side, the room, about five paces 

square, was lighted by an ordinary taper, and we sat on chairs 

immediately in front of the door, a few feet from it. Presently through 

these openings emerged the coats, waistcoats, neckties, rings, and even 

boots of the mediums.101 

Cabinets replicated the home’s enclosure, and accordingly, its mediumistic capacity. 

Theobald describes that “On Sunday evening [in 1883] we all sat in our usual manner 

round the dining table, having extemporized a cabinet in one corner of the room, by 

means of a large clotheshorse covered with railway rugs and a pair of curtains opening in 

front.”102 This hyper-conductive effect produced “remarkable phenomena. As I recorded 

in Light at the time, sitting with our own family, with the addition only of two visitors, 

we had materializations of seven different spirits.”103 

Spiritualist publications provided a source of guidance and helped to manage new 

participants’ expectations at the séance. It was not every day that circle members were 

lifted in their seats as Mrs Gregory was. Yet, séances remained variable in their detail. 

For example, one new sitter noticed that “It seldom matters whether the eyes are shut or 

                                                                 
100 Berry, Experiences in Spiritualism, 85. 
101 Berry, Experiences in Spiritualism, 86. 
102 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 116. Houghton also describes a makeshift cabinet. She 
writes that  

“a capital cabinet was contrived in a little vacuum space between the sitting room door and the 
bedroom door, Mr. Guppy having made an aperture in the door at an accessible height from the floor. 
The two young men were enclosed, and hands were almost immediately seen at the aperture, and 
extended within the room”; Georgina Houghton, Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance Welded 
Together by a Species of Autobiograhy (London: E.W. Allen., 1882), 172. 

103 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 114. 
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open, whether it is dark or light. Once I suddenly put the lights out, but the writing went 

on all the same.”104 Vizetelly added an additional caveat, that although sitters in séance 

should not exceed five, “The number . . . may be augmented according to the size of the 

table.”105 Best practices were achieved through real life example. Theobald explained 

“Probably some of the elementary phenomena of physical mediumship may be learnt 

under a paid sensitive, and this may lead on those who are prepared to deeper 

studies.”106 Another guide suggested that  

If you can get an introduction to some experienced Spiritualist on whose 

good faith you can rely, ask him for advice, and if he is holding private 

circles, seek permission to attend one to see how to conduct séances and 

what to expect”.107 For advanced spiritualists, organisational details of a 

séance were often left to the spirits’ discretion. They might, for example, 

be consulted on the efficiency of seating arrangements; or, to solicit their 

views on the introduction of “light” into darkened séance room.108 

The séance room was a place of heightened emotion, spirituality, and sensitivity to 

past life. It was highly co-ordinated in terms of the interior setting. It required complete 

enclosure, dimmed lighting, and a particular arrangement and type of furniture. 

Spiritualists also carefully considered the individuals in attendance. Synergies between 

family and friends, as well a belief in the possibility of spirit life, ensured a greater 

prospect of communication in séance. The following section explains how spiritualism 

allowed Houghton to assert her agency in the home. She capitalised on her mediumistic 

talents by turning her spiritualist home into a place of leadership, personal progress and 

financial independence. 

Houghton’s Spiritualist Home as Feminist Temple 

Conceptions of the soul, sensitivity, and mediumism take on another dimension when 

considered from the perspective of feminist critical discourse and the idea of gendered 

space. As I have briefly explored, the preferred location for séances was the drawing room, 

which had been established as a feminine locale. The pairing was not incidental. Alex 

Owen’s book The Darkened Room (1990) is dedicated to the way that Victorian 
                                                                 
104 Fair Play, "Spiritual Seances," The Spiritual Magazine, September 1869, 399. 
105 Vizetelly, Table Turning and Table Talking, 132. 
106 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 293 [emphasis in original]. 
107 (Oxon), "Advice to Inquirers: The Conduct of Circles," 315 [emphasis in original].  
108 For examples see Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 85, 116 ; (Oxon), "Advice to Inquirers: 
The Conduct of Circles," 316. Introducing light to the séance room invariably led to miraculous 
materialisations such as fruit, flying doves, drawings or script. See Houghton, Evenings at Home 126. 
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mediumship was advanced through feminine ideals. Gendered attributes like passivity, 

fragility, vulnerability, even infirmity, were thought to make women more sensitive to 

spirit life. I enlarge upon Owen’s thesis by looking at the connection between these desired 

attributes of women and the attributes of female spaces in the home. The ideals that 

defined and designated the bourgeois drawing room were drawn from teachings about the 

Christian woman. For instance, established associations between decoration and 

femininity, issues of domestic work, and a woman’s subordinate role to her husband, 

formed a part of the foundation from which the spiritualist interior originated. 

However, as Owen shows, the séance facilitated the subversion of normative 

gendered behaviour.109 Séances enabled women to lead practices, direct proceedings and 

undertake paid work at home while remaining respectable middle-class women. 110 These 

changes to a woman’s role incurred implications beyond the séance room. Séances 

required a restructuring of the drawing room through the arrangement of furniture and 

lighting that departed from domestic convention. The Spirited Interior changed 

conservative Church teachings about home and family and shifted toward their more 

liberal and secular version. Houghton’s spiritualist home provides a good example of the 

shift. It was a place of progress and reprieve by facilitating her autonomy, authority and 

financial independence. I will begin my study of Houghton’s home as a feminist 

‘temple’ by describing how she (and the spirits) turned it into something extraordinary 

so that she could assume her leadership role within it. 

Houghton knew that her new home had a distinctly ‘other’ quality. Her sense of 

this began when she received some ‘expert’ guidance for the interior’s decoration. 

Houghton writes, 

The arrangement and shape of the rooms in the old home were very 

different from these [being more modest in size], and I had sometimes 

said that I could not at all plan how to hang the pictures—the very 

thought seemed to put me in a maze: my spirit friends then told me to 

leave the idea quite alone, for that when the time came they would help 

me. Accordingly on that very morning, in the short time of waiting for 

my breakfast, I brought them up stairs, and as I brought each picture, at 

the moment I got into the room, I received the direction as to the exact 

place it was to occupy, so that when the man [the upholsterer] came, no 

time was lost in consultations and changes, but the work was steadily 

                                                                 
109 See chapter eight in Owen, The Darkened Room. 
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gone on with. I ought to have mentioned also, that "they" chose the wall-

papers, carpets, floor-cloths, in fact, everything that we required to have 

new, and the result was a perfect harmony of colour and taste, which 

made every one exclaim, "How pretty," when our first visitors came to 

see us and our house in all its freshness.111 

The spirits had guided Houghton in personal matters on previous occasions—what 

to do with her family’s stored possessions when she and her mother were moving for 

instance—but this was the first time that they had offered proficient advice on 

decoration.112 The spirits had revealed themselves to be talented designers! The ease 

with which the spirits negotiated earthly tasks imparted an auspicious quality to the new 

interior. Furthermore, their efforts as interior designers made visible the connection 

between the spiritual and material worlds. Houghton staged her home to reflect its new 

extraordinary character. She later 

went on to tell [her] mortal friends, that when first [they] came to this 

house, Mamma had said she should like [them] to have sweetly perfumed 

flowers of lovely hues, also singing birds, and everything that should 

make people feel, when coming into it, that it had charms of all kinds, 

both earthly and heavenly.113 

However, it was the prophesies contained in Rev. Dr Gregg’s book, 1866—Key to 

Perpetual Life and Strength (1875), that led Houghton to believe that both she and her 

new home formed a part of a greater metaphysical order.114 Houghton interpreted 

Gregg’s unnamed prophecies in a way that enmeshed her home and self in a complex 

web of spiritual status and receptiveness.115 Houghton’s reading of her personal 

circumstances into Gregg’s prophecies are idiosyncratic, but they indicate her desire to 

                                                                 
111 Houghton, Evenings at Home 111-112, emphasis in original. 
112 When the spirits offered advice about what to do with her possessions, Houghton explained,  

“And then how I thanked God for having given me those advisers, in whom I could place implicit 
reliance, for I could appeal to them as to what to do with each separate thing, when I should hardly 
have liked to destroy what Mamma had treasured, without asking her permission”; Houghton, 
Evenings at Home 107. 

113 Houghton, Evenings at Home 180, 146. For more on religion and floral decoration See Janes, "‘The 
Catholic Florist’: Flowers and Deviance in the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Church of England." 
114 Houghton, Evenings at Home 113. Tresham Dames Gregg, On the Sacred Law of 1866, Conferring Perpetual 
Life with Immunity from Decay and Disease: A Cento of Decisive Scriptural Oracles Strangely Discovered 
Showing Whence, from the Old Testament, the Mystical Number 666 Is Drawn into the Apocalypse, and That It 
Constitutes the Key to the Gate of Immortality (London: Simpkin, Marshall & Co., 1875). 
115 She explains,  

“I cannot but feel how my life is tallying with his [Gregg’s] calculations; . . . On our leaving the old 
home, Mamma suggested that this house had better be taken in my name, which it was: thus placing 
me, as it were, on a different standpoint; also we were forced into moving in here on an important 
anniversary in my spiritual growth.” Houghton, Evenings at Home 113. 
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be a champion of spiritualism and a significant spiritualist figure. She eventually calls 

herself the “Sacred Symbolist” because of her “drawing power” by which she produced 

colourful séance drawings of spirit life and for which, coincidentally, she used an “an 

infinite variety of tints.”116 

In addition, Houghton stresses her home’s spiritual quality by describing the 

common Christian practices on which she based her variety of worship. For example, 

she observed Sabbath prayer, and with some friends, established “a quiet little 

congregation,” as it was her “custom on Sunday mornings to read the Church service to 

Mamma.”117 The “pleasant” and “soothing” sentiments that the activity inspired relaxed 

and bonded the group.118 Houghton had received communications from the spirits about 

how to administer her séances in ways that echoed Christian beliefs. She writes “They 

gave us sound advice as to our intercourse with them, cautioning us not to sit too often-

once a week being deemed sufficient—and the Sunday was selected, as we should thus 

be more protected from the intrusion of untoward influences.”119 As the traditional day 

of devotion, the nomination of Sunday for her séances is significant, and was thought to 

protect the circle from evil spirits. Houghton positions her home as a miniature church. 

Spiritualists found the figuration of home as church in the Bible meaningful to the 

value that they placed on domestic ‘worship.’ A letter titled “The Domestic Church” in 

The Medium and Daybreak, offers the spiritualist view that “every man’s house will 

become a church, a table an altar, and a family a congregation . . . churches, like 

Spiritualistic circles, consisted of those who ‘gathered together’ for mutual 

instruction.”120 Importantly, the analogy of spiritualist home as church prompted a need 

for a ‘clerical’ figure. The priest’s sacred role within the church provided the model on 

which the medium should consider her position at home. Houghton recognised that 

gathering together for “mutual instruction” in séance required an individual to 

orchestrate proceedings.121 

One of her séances emphasised the extraordinary status of Houghton’s home and her 

role as ‘priestess’ within it, in which she was presumably supported by the spirits.122 Her 
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119 Houghton, Evenings at Home 5. 
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ceremony came with all the theatrical splendour of a High Church ceremony, and the 

spirits exclaimed by alphabet that “This is the grandest séance ever known, and your 

house is indeed blessed.”123 Miracles occurred, as the spirits turned grapes into wine, and 

she distributed ‘the holy sacrament.’124 

On obtaining the light, we found in the centre of the table a collection of 

pieces of bread, such as are administered at the sacrament, and also an 

orange. I was then impressed to take up one of the pieces of bread, and 

holding it between the finger and thumb of each hand, was made to raise 

it high above me, my face being at the same time upturned; and I thus 

was made to break it, and to give the pieces to Mrs. Ramsay and Miss 

Nicholl, who sat on each side of me. Another piece was divided in like 

manner for Mamma and Mrs. Gregory—then for Miss Sand Mrs. 

Pearson—then for Mr. Bennett and myself. I had then to take a sip of the 

wine, and to pass it round for each to do the same, and there was exactly 

sufficient for us each to take a portion.125 

After this eventful séance, Houghton described her drawing-room as “this Pentecostal 

chamber,” which was a biblical reference to Act Two of Leviticus.126 In this scene, God 

gave one hundred and twenty disciples the power to speak in foreign languages.127 This 

was an apt analogy for a room that invoked the language of the other world. 

In a confirmation of what had previously been only implied, Mr Spear received a 

communication titled “Of the Sacred Scriptures,” which singled out Houghton’s home as 

a consecrated site.128 While in a trance at the following séance, he said, “The world has 

been accustomed to denominate certain records, certain things, certain persons, certain 

places, and certain seasons sacred . . . In a special sense the mediumship of the Sacred 

Symbolist has to do with sacred things, and therefore her home must be regarded as a 

sacred place.”129 Houghton recalls that 

                                                                 
123 Houghton, Evenings at Home 132. To “exclaim by alphabet” means that the spirits directed Houghton 
to the letters on a ouija board. Also known as a spirit or talking board.  
124 Houghton, Evenings at Home 134. 
125 Houghton, Evenings at Home 135. 
126 Houghton, Evenings at Home 136. 
127 The same concept was described in Theobald, when he claimed that messages were often received “in 
English and interspersed with others in various foreign languages utterly unknown to us.” Theobald, Spirit 
Workers in the Home Circle, 159. Refer John Harvey’s discussion of “glossolalia (the ability to utter an 
unlearned foreign language),” Harvey, Photography and Spirit, 27-28. “Languages have been written and 
spoken by mediums entirely ignorant of them”; Susan Elizabeth Gay, Spiritualistic Sanity. A Reply to Dr. 
Forbes Winslow's "Spiritualistic Madness" (London: E.W. Allen, 1879), 17. 
128 Houghton, Evenings at Home 202 . 
129 Houghton, Evenings at Home 203. 
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When Mr. Spear left this house on the evening of the ninth of August, 

instead of, as he expected, proceeding directly to his own house, he found 

himself impelled to walk along the Crescent, and round by Westbourne 

Square, so as to make a circuit of the house, which was done seven times: 

after that, he had to walk up and down the Crescent, passing this door 

twelve times, and finally he had to stand at the door, with his arms placed 

so as to form the symbol of the Cross.130 

The quality of sacredness spread wider to encompass a neighbourhood. Fittingly, when 

deciding whether to stay at their home in Highgate Road, the spirits advised Houghton to 

leave Camden for somewhere of greater service to spiritualists: “my spirit friends had said 

that instead of remaining in that same neighbourhood as we had contemplated doing, it was 

needful for the work I had to do in Spiritualism, to come more within the reach of those 

with whom I was to labour.”131 She moved to Delamere Street in Paddington. Her point 

suggests that believers congregated in certain areas of London, as did the wealthy 

evangelical Clapham sect in the late eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries. 

By moving to a spiritualist neighbourhood, presenting herself as a significant figure, 

and consecrating her home, Houghton was securing her financial future. A spinster with a 

dependent mother and dismal prospects, she used her home as a place of sustained work. 

Evenings at Home was a platform to promote her talents and advocate support of the issue 

of paid mediumism. She writes: 

Then outsiders condescendingly say—I should like to see something of 

the wonders you tell me about, but I have no faith in professional 

mediums; could you not take me to some one where I should not have to 

pay? It seems like a desecration to give money for intercourse with the 

dear ones who are gone to the other side. That seems very fine as a 

sentiment, but those selfsame persons will gladly go with you to a seance 

where there is a paid medium, but where you can go, and take a friend by 

invitation. If they have a dear friend living at a distance, do they consider 

it a desecration to pay cab fare and railway fare so as to reach that friend? 

Let them look upon the medium simply as the road by which they may 

reach their goal; then surely it is worth paying for! Moreover, a non-

professional medium (unless indeed as amiable as Miss Nicholl) will not 

submit to the gross suspicions and coarse tests of sceptical enquirers. 

Those class of insults need a golden salve. 132 
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With her home’s new status as work environment, Houghton needed a way to 

negotiate the practicalities of her professional services as medium, and the undertaking 

of daily life in the same place. She relied on established conventions of the private 

interior to manage her home’s new municipal status. Spear states: 

Then the door of the mansion is to be guarded, and none are to enter there 

who have not a high religious purpose in the call, the Sacred Symbolist, 

when application is made, being impressed as to whether admittance is to 

be allowed. In this manner, and with this care, she will be surrounded 

only by persons whose hands and hearts are consecrated to goodness and 

truth. Furthermore, these admissions should only be permitted and 

encouraged on such days and at such hours as shall suit her convenience, 

so that her time shall be without needless interruption, that she may be at 

liberty to attend to her various spiritual as well as private duties, and that 

all may be carried on with due order.133 

It was Houghton’s aim to make her home as receptive to spirits as possible by 

monitoring the intentions of individuals who entered the house. Likewise, “When 

persons are admitted, it will be required that all disputes, all controversies and all low 

thoughts shall be left behind.” 134 “Quiet being secured, and a receptive state induced,” 

the home would play its part in positively infiltrating the surrounding city with her 

spiritual good by expanding the movement and spreading its positive effects.135 “The 

Sacred Symbolist can with the more ease impress her thoughts and inspirations on the 

minds and hearts of her auditors. In this manner a vast amount of good may be wrought 

in a single year, aiding the spiritual movement as a whole in the metropolis.”136 

Given the tone of the book, it is hard to determine by these statements whether 

Houghton genuinely wanted to further spiritualism’s cause or if she was seeking to 

expand her business. She also explains that it was one of her missions to identify and 

foster mediumistic talent in her visitors and train them. 

Among the visitors admitted, there will be mediumistic persons, and it 

will be one of the missions of the Sacred Symbolist to assist in their 

education and their development . . . This section of her labour will also 

be of great worth to the spiritual movement in this metropolis, and it will 

extend to other sections of the United Kingdom.137 

                                                                 
133 Houghton, Evenings at Home 203. 
134 Houghton, Evenings at Home 204. 
135 Houghton, Evenings at Home 203. 
136 Houghton, Evenings at Home 204. 
137 Houghton, Evenings at Home 204. 



 

95 

Houghton sought to spread the word of spiritualism (or her new business venture) 

by training other women to assume a role of quasi-clerical leadership. 

In a final bid to legitimate the spiritualist movement, Houghton would produce its 

doctrine. “She will also be impressed to keep careful records of the things seen, said, and 

done in her mansion, and these may be classed as the sacred scriptures or sacred 

records.”138 Houghton’s attempt to position spiritualism as a religious denomination or 

movement is consolidated when Houghton writes: 

Mr. Spear was then spoken through to the effect that this house being 

dedicated to God's service must be known as "The Lord's house." That 

London is the modem Jerusalem, and that from this metropolis, 

Spiritualism in its highest phase, as based entirely upon Christianity, is to 

go forth and enlighten the world. There was then a season of complete 

silence and stillness, when we felt a vibration in the floor of the room . . . 

Then by very gentle raps we were, by the alphabet, desired to ''Sing," 

when we sang the Evening Hymn, and as we concluded, we heard a spirit 

voice joining the Doxology . . . The diminishing raps round the room then 

gave the farewell.139 

The spiritualist movement had no formal institutional structure, being without an 

appointed church or doctrinal texts. Houghton, however, repeatedly attempts to provide 

this structure. She seeks to verify her home as, not just a site for the conduct of 

spiritualist practices, but the Spiritualist Church. Houghton verges on egomaniacal as her 

self-focus comes across in her text. Yet her passion is inspired by the fact that 

spiritualism enabled her to become an independent economic agent by using her home as 

the setting for emotionally fulfilling work. The dramatic nature of her account, 

particularly in her theatrical approach to church rituals, is useful, because it makes the 

conceptual transfer from the Christian to the spiritual home explicit. Her account has 

been important to the connection between the drawing room, formerly the place in which 

a family gathered in Christian prayer, to the séance room, which was becoming secular 

in its mysticism. 

This chapter’s study of the home through spiritualism, a quasi-religious movement, 

has highlighted a shift toward a more secular understanding of the home and self. 

Spiritualism’s proposed modification to the Christian home and normative domestic life 

was highly provocative. Anglicans considered spiritualism to be the work of “evil 
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spirits” or the devil, while scientists and other sceptics could not accept an outlook on 

the home that was based on faith rather than pragmatic evidence.140 Spiritualist 

inhabitants thought otherwise and embraced spiritualism as a valid way to engage with 

the interior. They drew meaningful connections to their interiors by reuniting with their 

loved ones through animated household furniture. The séance room was a prime locale 

for conjuring the spirits of the dead. It was a highly orchestrated space that depended on 

its interiority and close personal bonds for successful interactions with spirit life. In 

addition, the séance room was an empowering place for women. Women’s gendered 

traits made them prime mediums, so they autonomously redirected their energy in the 

home toward leadership roles and potentially financial gain. The following chapter 

continues with the concerns of the Spirit Interior, but adopts a greater focus on the self, 

and the interior’s status as a place of emotional recuperation and comfort. 
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Chapter Three Tempering Grief through the Home’s 

Furniture and Objects: The Emergence 

of Spiritual Comfort 

Where it [spiritualism] develops in family life—its happiest home—it 

enters usually through the dark door of sorrow, as the Comforter, 

remaining to teach and bring to remembrance all that the Great Teacher 

unfolded. Meantime we are enjoined to cultivate and desire. 

– Morrel Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 1887, 305 

The previous chapter explained how the nineteenth-century spiritualist ascribed a 

particular meaning to the soul and the “future life”—as many spiritualists described the 

‘life’ after death—that found a sympathetic location in the home.1 In this chapter I 

continue the discussion of the Spirited Interior as a place where disembodied souls 

animated household furniture to communicate with the living. The new theme I consider 

is how spiritualist beliefs and practices informed the interior’s status as a place of 

emotional recuperation and material comfort in mourning. The chapter looks beyond the 

darkened séance room to describe how the prospect of communication with deceased 

loved ones encouraged grieving inhabitants to fashion an extraordinary connection to 

their home’s ordinary furniture and contents. The outcome of the relation produced a 

kind of ‘supra-interior’ whereby bereaved individuals formed an intimate and 

meaningful relation to their living environment. The spiritualist inhabitant’s distinctive 

connection with the interior contributed to their home’s significance as a place of 

spiritual comfort. 

Focusing on Theobald’s monograph Spirit Workers in the Home Circle (1887), in 

this chapter I examine how the author called upon his home interior to heal his afflicted 

soul. Like Houghton’s book, Evenings at Home in Spiritual Séance (1881), Theobald’s 

Spirit Workers chronicles the supernatural experiences that occurred within his home 

over the twenty years preceding publication. In an elaborate account of his daily life, 

Theobald describes communication between the family’s living members and their four 

                                                                 
1 Or the “future life” as many Spiritualists termed it. See for example the title of F J Theobald’s book 
Homes and Work in the Future Life. See also Morell Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 255-256. 
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disembodied spirit children. Like ordinary children, the ‘other’ Theobalds enlivened 

their family home through their unpredictable yet welcomed activities. Their exploits 

included communication in séance, writing on ceilings and walls, cheerful play and, 

most remarkably, household work. 

Importantly, Theobald’s story is a ‘provocation’ because he adopted a supernaturalist 

understanding of domestic life in mourning over a materialist one. His conduct refuted 

conventions of rational thought and the proper everyday running of his household. While 

his privatisation of grief conformed to societal expectations, the phantasmagorical 

experiences that he describes did not. Furthermore, he exposed his grief to a public stage 

by publishing his strange consolatory practices in Spirit Workers. By doing so, he violated 

his privatisation of grief, the one social convention with which he complied. 

It is notable that Theobald invited public ridicule to prove that the practice of 

summoning spirits of the dead had the potential to “benefit mankind.”2 I will explore 

Theobald’s repudiation of normative domesticity by means of “truth telling”—a form of 

free speech that Foucault describes as parrhesia.3 This verbal activity individualised 

Theobald, because the beliefs and practices that he posited as ‘truth’ stretched the limits of 

what was a possible way of engaging with the domestic interior. Theobald’s divergence 

from hegemonic relations of power, knowledge and subjectivity in the home was 

marginalising. Yet, he believed so strongly in the Spirited Interior’s analgesic property that 

he placed his reputation as a moral, rational being at risk. Theobald’s parrhesiastic 

condition as marginal speaker underscores his status as a visionary character. He looked to 

benefit the well-being of a family in mourning by extending the limits of credible domestic 

life. In doing so, Theobald engaged in a normalising discourse of a different kind, one that 

sought to promote a ‘fantasy life’ as a reasonable one. 

To explain what drove Theobald to defy social conventions, one should take into 

account the circumstances that made spiritualism appealing to him and other believers 

who shared his sensibility. Most notably, death in the Victorian family was a common 

occurrence, and the sentiment of pain in grief was experienced more intensely than it had 

been before.4 This concentration of feeling, as Philippe Ariès has explained, “led to an 

                                                                 
2 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 255, emphasis in original. 
3 Foucault describes parrhesia in Foucault, Fearless Speech. 
4 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (New York: Vintage Books, 2008), 385. 
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almost fanatical cult of remembrance.”5 Commemorative practices made death more 

palatable for those at particular risk of sickness and death, as well as survivors. 

The Victorian culture of commemoration allowed the private interior, as the setting 

for spiritualist experiences, to enter the public discourse on consolation, memory, and 

fashion. The development was buoyed by an attitude toward death that romanticised dying 

and constrained the experience and memory of death along certain lines. Enactments of 

‘the good death’ which involved dying surrounded by one’s family in a Christian home, 

‘the beautiful death’ which aestheticised it, and ‘the theatre of death’ whereby profound 

last words were uttered in the final moments of life, are common Victorian motifs. In 

addition, material artefacts provided individuals with reminders of the deceased. For 

instance, posthumous commemorative paintings that depicted the subject in life were 

popular among the wealthy.6 Likewise, locks of hair spun into jewellery provided portable 

mementos of the deceased, and a solemn reminder of one’s own mortality.7 Spiritualism 

adapted these kinds of performative and material aspects of conventional bereavement to 

produce an enhanced consolatory experience in séance and daily life at home. 

Victorian spiritualism was ultimately pushed aside by a pragmatic way of knowing 

and conceiving of the world, the home, and oneself, which was distanced from domains 

of spirituality and Christian faith.8 This, however, did not occur without resistance from 

believers like Theobald. He noted that “scientific men,” particularly, had little tolerance 

for his spiritualist claims.9 So, he employed ‘empirical’ measures to ensure his spirited 

home’s recognition and acceptance by sceptics. In a culture that increasingly privileged 

reason, Theobald strove to prove the certainty of what was inevitably dismissed by many 

as a fantasy life. He knew that individuals that contemplated the possibility of spirit life 

                                                                 
5 Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, 385. 
6 Jay Ruby, Secure the Shadow: Death and Photography in America (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The  MIT 
Press, 1995), 30,38,43. Among the lower classes who could not afford painted portraits, post-mortem 
photographs became popular. These photographs often manipulated the corpse to appear alive or 
sleeping in domestic settings. For fascinating reading on post-mortem death practices and photography, 
see Audrey Linkman, Photography and Death, ed. Mark Hayworth-Booth and Peter Hamilton, 17 vols., 
Exposures (London: Reaktion Books, 2013); Ruby, Secure the Shadow: Death and Photography in America; 
Stanley B. with Elizabeth A. Burns Burns, Sleeping Beauty 2:  Grief, Bereavement and the Family in 
Memorial Photography (New York: Burns Archive Press, 2002); Stanley B Burns, Sleeping Beauty Memorial 
Photography in America (New York: Twelvetrees Press, 1990). 
7 Deborah Lutz, "The Dead Still among Us: Victorian Secular Relics, Hair Jewelry, and Death Culture," 
Victorian Literature and Culture 39, no. 01 (2011). 
8 Cottom, "On the Dignity of Tables," 773. See also, Cottom, Abyss of Reason : Cultural Movements, 
Revelations, and Betrayals. 
9 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 7. 
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were deemed irrational or even clinically mad by these pragmatists.10 Despite the 

scientific community’s opposition to spiritualism and the psychiatric approach to 

bereavement, which eventually prevailed, Theobald may have been reassured to know 

that the spiritualist attitude to the interior as a place of emotional comfort survived. 

Historian Judith Flanders recognizes that today’s home is a place “where we find 

emotional sustenance” and where we can “find literal, as well as spiritual, comfort.”11 

The examination of Theobald’s book might explain why we conceive of home as such. 

Flanders supports the home’s role as comforting by citing the German word “behaglich” 

which is often used to describe combined ideas of both enclosure (hag) and atmospheric 

comfort.12 I will argue that the contemporary, emotionally sustaining interior described 

by Flanders as comforting was established through the historically specific practice of 

“Spiritualism at Home.”13 I posit that the altered conception of the soul and future life as 

played out though the reception and handling of Victorian domestic furniture establishes 

a genealogical connection between the spiritual comfort of the bereaved in spiritualism, 

and the secular peace and contentment of the modern interior. The solace that 

spiritualism brought to grieving hearts and desolate families continues to frame our 

understanding of the modern interior as a place of consolation and material comfort. 

Importantly, spiritualism’s fantastical convictions about the home comprise a particular 

kind of self-nurture that draw on the resources of interior spaces, furnishings and objects, 

but also, on the inhabitant’s own imagination. The sanguine and personal connection that 

spiritualists formed to their household furniture offers a significant contribution to the 

notion of physical comfort that is synonymous with the domestic interior of the 

nineteenth century and continues to today.14 

The chapter begins by describing the commonplace and unfortunate circumstances 

of domestic bereavement, which fuelled processes of spiritualist individualisation. 

Secondly, I explain why the interior was well suited to spiritualist modes of consolation, 

                                                                 
10 See Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness". 
11 Judith Flanders, The Making of Home the 500-Year Story of How Our Houses Became Homes (New York: 
Atlantic, 2014), 167. 
12 Flanders, The Making of Home, 167-168. 
13 Refer Theobald, Spiritualism at Home. Read before the London Spiritualist Alliance, June 10th, 1884. 
Reprinted from "Light". 
14 For discussions of physical comfort in the nineteenth-century interior, see Crowley, "The Sensibility of 
Comfort."; John E. Crowley, The Invention of Comfort: Sensibilities & Design in Early Modern Britain & 
Early America (Baltimore, Md: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001); Rice, The Emergence of the 
Interior, 57-74; Rybczynski, Home: A Short History of an Idea; Flanders, The Making of Home; Taylor, The 
Vital Landscape: Nature and the Built Environment in Nineteenth-Century Britain, 38-39. 
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and Theobald’s particular variety that affected the family’s everyday life and household 

work. The third section follows with a discussion of the medicalisation of spiritualist 

practices. To do this, I look at how the home as a fantasy realm was a measure of the 

occupant’s status as clinically mad. The fourth and final section describes how Theobald 

presented his book Spirit Workers as empirical evidence that proposed to offer legitimate 

proof of his claims. His claim is tied to my discussion of parrhesia to highlight one of the 

many underexplored roles of the interior in concerns of the self. 

Defining Oneself Through Grief’s Misery: ‘Making Up’ the Spiritualist 

Subject 

My wife and I had passed through years of sorrow; and as I look back 

upon the time I wonder at the unbroken hearts which we carried with us 

through various consecutive chambers of sickness, worldly trials, and 

bereavements. The darkest hour precedes the dawn; and while we two, 

after burying three little ones, sat wondering if these three whom we had 

lost, one after another, were lonely, and what was really the future into 

which they had entered, there came a sound which we had heard before, 

but had well-nigh forgotten. It was only like a bodkin tapping on the 

table-but our little ones stood at the door and knocked! Had we not 

previously been acquainted with these tiny raps we might have left them 

unnoticed, but we had patience with the raps as they came upon the 

dining-table, until they grew in number and variety, and until each little 

one was recognized by his own distinct rap. They came at every meal and 

joined in our conversation; the table was lifted up and moved about the 

room, often without physical contact, like a thing of life, and our four 

surviving children became thus first familiarized with what was to grow 

into mediumship in all of them.15 

It was not unusual that the Theobalds should lose three, and eventually four of their 

children, two of them still born. Death among infants and children was a common 

occurrence in the nineteenth century.16 Although mortality rates were lower among the 

privileged classes, there was a certain democratic character to death. Death affected all 

people equally, particularly in terms of its impact on surviving family members. The 

“unsettling effects of grief,” as Reverend Henry Ward Beecher described them, did not 

                                                                 
15 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 19. 
16 Pat Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 120. Linkman, 
Photography and Death, 19. 
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distinguish between social status or religious denomination.17 Of these non-

discriminating circumstances, a consolatory article, written in 1846, explained, “From 

the throne to the cottage, and from the monarch to the mendicant, through all the 

intermediate grades of society, all must enter the furnace of affliction, and be chastened 

by the rod of pain.”18 

Enduring the loss of a family member, and especially a child, was most acutely and 

privately experienced at home. Beecher writes, 

Who ever gave an idea of the workings of grief in a parent’s heart when 

for the first time Death comes and takes away a child? . . . The alternation 

of anguish and of utter stupidity, the outburst of grief or the deep inward 

pain that yield no tears and on which all words fall as the dust falls on 

flowers, to disfigure and burden; the calling voices in the night 

awakening one as in a trumpet, the troubled dreams, the dull and heavy 

mornings—who can delineate these?19 

Grief’s misery accompanied the souls of the bereaved, and the experience of pain in 

grief was debilitating for survivors. A consolatory essay in Bow Bells magazine affirmed: 

Grief brings us on our knees. We struggle to stand alone at first, and we 

fail . . . The sorrow for which there is no earthly comfort, the sorrow in 

which we gaze despairingly all round the wide universe for help and find 

none, that is the grief man finds too heavy for him to bear. Trembling and 

tearful, he learns to be thankful for the deep affliction which wrecked his 

earthly happiness.20 

The adversity of bereavement transformed the sufferer’s emotional state and 

demeanour. Grief converted a contented soul into a sorrowful one. Another article 

observed that “A great grief often changes the character so wonderfully that we are 

unable to recognise it again.”21 Overwhelming sadness impaired mourners’ capacity to 

partake in daily life. A grieving husband still had a responsibility to provide for his 

family; a bereaved mother had surviving children to care for, yet grief overrode the 
                                                                 
17 Henry Ward Beecher, "Unsettling Effects of Grief," Bow bells : a magazine of general literature and art 
for family reading 13, no. 333 (1870): 501. “ 
18 The passage continues:  

“Beside the affliction to which the body is inevitably exposed, there is also mental distress, pain of 
mind, grief of heart, and anguish of spirit.” "On Affliction," The Wesleyan-Methodist magazine 2 
(1846): 568. 

19 Beecher, "Unsettling Effects of Grief," 501. 
20 Anonymous, "The Heaviest Grief," Bow Bells : A Magazine of General Literature and Art for Family 
Reading 17, no. 425 (1872): 203.  
21"Etiquettes of Grief," London society : an illustrated magazine of light and amusing literature for the 
hours of relaxation, Jan. 1862-Dec. 1886 11, no. 63 (1867): 199. 
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concern for oneself and others. The bereaved family member was a new type of 

inhabiting individual who was unable to bear the load of suffering. 

Still, the contemplation of grief as an emotional feeling does not suggest that the 

death of a family member had not been a sorrowful experience prior to this historical 

moment. The point is that now the experience was felt more intensely. In his classic 

history, Philippe Ariès explains of the Victorian period that “a new sensibility made the 

death of loved ones more cruel for survivors.”22 Importantly, the Victorian sentiment of 

pain in grief was the signal by which individuals recognised themselves as objects of 

affliction. Attaining a state of “happiness” or consolation to counter the experience of 

pain in grief was a goal for the home’s new inhabitant subject. 23 

Grieving Victorians were counselled that “Not the most afflicted but the most feeble 

‘die of a broken heart.’”24 Yet, surviving bereavement was a challenge for all. For the 

‘heart’ to remain strong, the soul to heal and one’s life to continue in a normalised way, 

grief needed to be managed. An 1846 article titled “On Affliction,” explained that 

“Expensive and perilous journeys are undertaken, studies are pursued, medicines are 

administered, and nature, in its various departments, is rendered tributary to repel the 

attack, or lighten the load of suffering.” 25 

While grief did not discriminate between Protestant and Catholic souls, the rich and 

the poor, the quest for solace reflected denominationally-varied perceptions of death, the 

soul and future life.26 For example, evangelicals had been long counselled that 

“Afflictions are chiefly to be considered as a means to our improvement in knowledge 

and holiness . . . God afflicts us for our benefit.”27 Protestants commonly believed that 

“time” was required to heal the soul.28 Meanwhile, Ariès explains that Catholic survivors 

were “content to cultivate the memory of the deceased,” and took solace in “ . . . the 

conviction that they would be reunited in heaven with those whom they had loved and 

                                                                 
22 Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, 385. 
23 Foucault, "Technologies of the Self," 18.‘ For an accessible discussion of self-transformation as an 
aesthetic aim, see Herman Nilson, Michel Foucault and the Games of Truth, trans. Rachel Clark (London: 
Macmillan Press LTD, 1998). 
24 Hon Mrs Norton, "Grief and Sickness," The London reader : of literature, science, art and general 
information 1, no. 8 (1863): 251. 
25 "On Affliction,"  568. 
26 Florence Marryat, explained that  

“All Christians acknowledge they have spirits independent of their bodies, and that when their bodies 
die, their spirits will continue to live on.” There Is No Death, 16. 

27 "On Affliction,"  570. 
28 "A Balm for Grief," The London reader : of literature, science, art and general information 5, no. 126 
(1865): 726. 
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venerated on earth.”29 Spiritualists, by contrast, did not wait for their own deaths to 

reunite with their departed kin. Rather, they sought them out through séance, 

mediumistic experiments with rings, puppets, hats, and music stools, as well as 

clairvoyant readings and other more spontaneous interactions in the home. The prospect 

held persuasive appeal for the bereaved. An article titled “The Joy of Grief” (1850), read 

“We have all heard of the ‘pleasures of melancholy’ and the ‘joy of grief,’ and most of 

us know from experience that there is something soothing and even captivating in the 

indulgences of thoughts that link the living with the dead.”30 

Knowing that a deceased loved one re-entered the material world, as evidenced by 

animated household furniture and objects, offered a superior form of consolation to 

grief-stricken inhabitants.31 One believer explained that “the anxieties and sorrows 

consequent on sickness and bereavement have been entirely removed by a knowledge of 

spiritualism.”32 Hopeful for a sign of life, those who had suffered the death of another 

were more likely to experience spiritual phenomena. Theobald counselled 

The advice I would venture to offer, after much observation, is not to go 

into the matter at all with a view to mediumship unless the spirits 

themselves and the circumstances of life single you out for the purpose. 

Wait for mediumship till it comes spontaneously, or in obedience to an 

irresistible control; and in that case let it select you rather than that you 

should eagerly grasp after it.33 

Likewise, a book entitled Phantasms of the Living (1886), observed that “We have 

further found that in a certain number of cases—which may be taken as representing a 

still larger number to be cited in the following chapters—a phantasm of this kind is 

alleged to have coincided very closely in time with the death, or some serious crisis in 

the life, of the person whose presence it suggested.”34 

                                                                 
29 Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, 454,458. 
30 R. L "The Joy of Grief," Chambers's Edinburgh journal, Feb. 1832- Dec. 1853, no. 359 (1850): 305. 
31 Spiritualism’s animation of household furniture was superior to inanimate evocations of memory 
generated by posthumous painting, commemorative jewellery or photography. Ian Hacking explains that 

“images are never enough,” Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, 250. For views on forms of consolation and 
death practices, see Liz Stanley and Sue Wise, "The Domestication of Death: The Sequestration Thesis 
and Domestic Figuration," Sociology 45, no. 6 (2011); Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family; J. Troyer, 
"Embalmed Vision," Mortality 12, no. 1 (2007); Geoffrey Gorer, "The Pornography of Death," 
Encounter October V, no. 4 (1955). 

32 Gay, Spiritualistic Sanity, 24.  
33 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 291 [emphasis in original].  
34 Edmund Gurney, Fredrich W. H. Myers, and Frank Podmore, Phantasms of the Living vol. 2 (London: 
Rooms of the Society for Psychiacl Research Trubner and Co., 1886), xiii. This was a publication by the 
Society for Psychical Research. 
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Furthering spiritualism’s widespread impact and allure was its accessibility. The 

fulfilment that spiritualism afforded the bereaved could be experienced in any private 

home at any time, despite one’s religious denomination. For dedicated spiritualists, 

séances were the new Sabbath, but they could be conducted at any time, pending the 

room’s proper arrangement. Unsought experiences, by contrast, were spontaneous. Such 

an expedient, comforting relation to the home’s furniture and objects provided a 

compelling antidote to a sentiment of irreplaceable loss. Theobald explained that it was 

his “privilege—sometimes a sad, sorrowful, and perplexing one—to have received an 

unusually extended range of spiritual phenomena in my own household.”35 Spiritualism 

had made an anguished but timely entrance into the nineteenth-century home. 

Importantly, it was not possible to faithfully maintain a Christian temperament and 

simultaneously believe in spiritualist manifestations, although some spiritualists thought 

it was. For example, Theobald clarified that “Spiritualism is not a religion, and does not 

supersede any of the offices and sanctities of faith. It simply enlarges the atmosphere in 

which the mind and spirit ranges and gives vividness and actuality to the supernatural 

plane of life, in which all religion must find its abiding home.”36 His statement proposes 

that spiritualist practices supplement and augment religious feeling. Traditional 

Christians involved their selection of simple, modest furniture and family care in the 

struggle for redemption, which was an idea that promised a heavenly future after death. 

Spiritualists renounced this order by seeking to ensure their wellbeing in their present 

life, believing that the souls of their deceased loved ones animated furniture and objects. 

The differing agendas and aspirations reveal the changed role of furniture in these self-

formative practices, and provide a measure of the secularisation of the interior and the 

self. The next section elaborates the interior’s new role by exploring it as a place of 

emotional comfort, solace and recuperation. 

Comforting Oneself at Home Through a Belief in Spirit Life and Work 

Among spiritualism’s fantastical convictions was the belief that household furniture 

was a conduit for communication with spirits. It enabled grieving spiritualists to draw on 

the resources of the interior and their own imaginations to craft a contented inner state 

for themselves and their homes. For sceptics, a belief that spirits exist and can occupy 

the home was replete with fiction and imaginative self-deceit. Yet for believers, it 

                                                                 
35 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 8. 
36 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 304.  
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offered welcome assurance of a loved one’s continued presence in their earthly home 

and welfare in their future life. As the home was the place in which a deceased family 

member’s absence was most intensely experienced by those remaining, a spiritualist 

engagement with the interior was the source of emotional comfort. In this section I 

describe how the interior, its furniture and contents, provided a form of consolation par 

excellence in bereavement. 

The following excerpt is taken from a book entitled The Soul of Things, 1863, and is 

worthy of lengthy citation. It forms a part of a wider discussion of psychometry, which 

involves the scientific study of the paranormal ability to discern information about an 

object’s history, often pertaining to its owner.37 The author explains that “By placing 

specimens of various kinds in the hands or on the foreheads of sensitive individuals, they 

can behold pictures connected with the history of those specimens and perceive 

sensations that have been treasured up in them.”38 The heightened possibility of 

connections to past owners of the objects made the technique a popular form of 

spiritualist and clairvoyant practice. Although spiritualistic concerns were not the 

objective of the ‘science,’ its suitability prompted the question of psychometry’s value to 

consolatory practices and bereavement. The characterisation and tone of the passage 

communicate how rhetoric and writing style express the pain of grief. And furthermore, 

how the interior, its familiar objects and personal effects connect the bereaved to their 

loved ones. It reads: 

Can you tell me, my friend, why it is that the room in which the loved one 

breathed out the last ray of earthly, organic life is still so very dear to you? 

What it is you so distinctly feel within those walls that reminds you of the 

loved and lost? Why, when you pass within its portals, your eye 

instinctively turns toward sofa, bed, and chair, as if you expected the same 

fond gaze to greet you now as it has often done before? Why you feel, to 

throw open that room to the sunlight, and the air, and to all the influences 

of busy life, would be to scatter to the elements a something which, 

however undefinable, is yet a something, that unites you to that past in 

which your friend, though with ebbing life, still thought and spoke and 

loved? Nor are these sensations confined to the room alone. The clothing 

                                                                 
37 The science was thought to contribute to scientific fields, such as geology, palaeontology, mining, 
astronomy, physiology and anatomy. Refer Chapter Six, William Denton and Elizabeth M.  Foote Denton, 
The Soul of Things, or, Psychometric Researches and Discoveries (Boston: Walker, Wise and Co., 1863), 
267-287. Through discussions of these areas the book also describes psychometry’s value for 
understanding historical ruins, lost cities and conceptions of inhabitable spaces. Denton and Foote 
Denton, The Soul of Things, 160, 170, 176, 189, 360. 
38 Denton and Foote Denton, The Soul of Things, 255.  
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our loved ones have worn, the books they have handled, and, I may add, 

even the objects on which they have gazed with fondness and pleasure, 

have all a kindred power to reproduce sensations of their presence.39 

Ay, mother, and have not “those little blue shoes” a charm for thee 

independent of the remembrance merely that thy darling once wore them? 

Art thou at all times satisfied merely with beholding them? Is there not a 

greater pleasure in clasping them in thine own warmpalms? [sic] [A] 

sensation as of the little feet within, upon which you have so often fastened 

them? And the hat that hangs against the wall, soiled by the little fingers, 

tell me, mother, do you ever take it from its place, but you feel the "little 

gold curls," as they cluster around your own fingers? . . . Day after day we 

visit the room they so lately occupied, and, with that same sense, we 

recognize the presence of the absent . . . Trust for once, fond mother, to the 

answer of thy throbbing heart. In a sense, the little one is with you still; and 

when you shall have become sufficiently sensitive to these influences, there 

will be no wall so thick, and no distance so great, as to preclude the 

possibility of your holding daily communion with those you love.40 

Despite the author’s claims to the contrary, the passage appears to be framed through 

spiritualist ideology. It describes the hyper-sensory quality of rooms, furniture, and 

personal items formerly associated with the deceased that could revive their presence in a 

way that was emotionally sustaining. Established spiritualists claimed that the familiar 

nature of household furniture provided disembodied spirits with the most logical and 

convenient means of communication. Having previously resided in the home, the spirits 

knew the items well. For this reason, spiritualists found that interactions were not limited 

to tables, commonly featured in séances and occasionally levitating, as many Victorians 

had been led to believe. In her monograph There is No Death, (1891), prominent British 

spiritualist Florence Marryat described the intimate nature of spirit contact that she had 

experienced through her personal affects. Of the varied household items through which she 

had received communications, she writes, “The very fact of so common an article of 

furniture as a table, as an agent of communication with the unseen world, has excited so 

much ridicule, and opens so wide a field for chicanery.”41 She continues: 

These tiny indications of an influence ulterior to our own are not 

necessarily confined to a table. I have received them through a cardboard 

box, a gentleman’s hat, a footstool, the strings of a guitar, and on the back 

of my chair, even on the pillow of my bed . . . Suppose yourself, after 
                                                                 
39 Denton and Foote Denton, The Soul of Things, 356-357 [emphasis in original]. 
40 Denton and Foote Denton, The Soul of Things, 358-359. 
41 There Is No Death, 25. 



 

108 

having been able to write and talk to me, suddenly deprived of powers of 

speech and touch, and made invisible, so that we could not understand 

each other by signs, what better means than by taps and tilts on any 

article, when the right word or letter is named, could you think of by 

which to communicate with me?42 

Marryat describes the convenience, but also the intimacy, of household items as a 

means of communication with departed loved ones. Likewise, a substantial portion of the 

spirit communications that Theobald experienced and recorded was spontaneously 

integrated into his family’s daily life. Theobald considered these impromptu interactions 

differently from the variety that was encouraged through séance. Of the natural quality 

of these easy exchanges he writes, 

About this time it was no unusual thing, when I stood up to carve the 

joint at the dinner-table, to have the table suddenly moved completely 

away from my reach and, upon my asking for it to be brought back to me, 

for it to return and push me back with it until I was tightly pinned to the 

wall! Frivolous? Very! some will say: but it was an immense amusement 

to our children, who knew that our little spirit group considered our 

dining-room as their play-room; and I am not sure that it is not more 

rational to think of young angels thus occasionally employed, than as 

sitting on a damp cloud singing hallelujahs! I am sure they would prefer 

it; and we must bear in mind that this all mingled in naturally and 

unsought with daily life.43 

And there was nothing incongruous in the blending, in such a circle, of 

the heavenly and the earthly life . . . The first endeavour of these little 

spirits seemed to be to prove their nearness and individuality, as well as 

their intense interest in all that was going on among us. As we chatted 

at meals their raps on the table chimed in affirmatively or negatively to 

our conversation.44 

Despite the sometimes frolicsome day-to-day activities among spirits that Theobald 

recalls in the preceding example, the spirit children’s endeavours extended beyond 

childish play. As the book’s title, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle suggests, 

housework undertaken by the spirits comprises a substantial component of the recorded 

events. Among the family and spirits alike, it was understood that the spirit children 

would contribute to household chores to assist the Theobald’s mediumistic housekeeper, 

                                                                 
42 Marryat, There Is No Death, 25. 
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109 

Mary. Mary would become physically exhausted by her mediumism, which rendered her 

unfit for her domestic duties. The spirits’ undertaking of household work allowed Mary 

to rest and recuperate. She could then expend her energy on mediumism in séance, and 

enhance communications between the Theobalds and the spirits of their children. 

Theobald explains,  

Again we all—visible members and invisible—fell into our regular work. 

Household duties were often divided pretty equally between the two 

groups. The spirit friends seemed to take any amount of trouble to help, 

and especially so when physical strength had been exhausted  . . .  

Invisible help was persistent, and real as the ordinary domestic help.45 

However, spirit children not only accomplished ordinary tasks in the household. By 

creating a “condition of domestic peace and harmony,” as Theobald described his home’s 

atmosphere under the influence of spirit life, the spirits also provided emotional 

consolation and physical comfort.46 Not only were the spirits making themselves visible to 

their grieving parents by animating household furniture and objects, but through household 

chores, they were reducing the toil of daily life and even indulging the Theobalds in small 

domestic comforts. Theobald explained that “Nearly every day was marked by acts of 

domestic service done by unseen friends, while not unfrequently puddings have been 

entirely made and cooked when all the family were sitting together on Sunday evening en 

séance.”47 To further his point to his readers, Theobald traced “One week's phenomena (or 

rather a portion of them, for other phenomena and much writing also occurred).”48 This 

was “only a sample of what is now continually going on in our house, and I have reason to 

believe that similar phenomena are to be found in other private families.”49 Refer to Figure 

3.1. Theobald included a basement plan of his home to show the layout of the interior in 

relation to the paranormal activities that he documented.  

  

                                                                 
45 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 206-207. 
46 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 149. 
47 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 207 [emphasis in original].  
48 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 110. 
49 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 110. 
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Figure 3.1 Morell Theobald, Plate I. Part II. 

Chap. 1 Basement Plan of House, in Spirit Workers in the Home Circle: An Autobiographic Narrative of 
Psychic Phenomena in Family Daily Life Extending Over a Period of Twenty Years. (London: T Fisher Unwin. 
1887, 106-107).  
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Theobald writes, 

It may serve to show how beautifully this spiritual help has become part 

of our daily domestic life if I transcribe as a sample my notes of these 

phenomena as they occurred consecutively for one week. I shall make it 

clearer by inserting a plan of the basement floor of my house. 

Monday, October 20, 1884- M. and N. came down within ten minutes of 

one another, between six and seven; and found the gas stove alight in the 

pantry (in C) with two kettles, which had been left empty overnight, filled 

and well-nigh boiling. The kitchen fire (in A), which had been laid ready 

for lighting overnight, was fully alight. Upon the kitchen table (in A) a 

small tray was ready, with two cups and saucers upon it, to take up an 

early cup of tea to myself and wife, a luxury the spirits commenced some 

months ago when we were out of health, and have continued ever since, 

as we have made no objection! On the table, which I saw clear of 

everything overnight, were biscuits, sugar, and milk, and a fresh sardine 

box ready opened for breakfast; no means by which it had been opened 

by our invisible friends could be found, such as knife or chisel. The two 

kettles filled had been taken through a closed and locked door (at C), the 

said pantry door being invariably locked and examined by myself every 

night. In this apartment a dog keeps watch, but is never disturbed by what 

goes on.50 [the author continues in similar fashion] 

In Spirit Workers, Theobald contextualises the ordinary household duties his spirit 

children undertook, by situating them relative to the floor plan of his home.51 In doing 

so, Theobald connects the comfort that came with knowing his spirit children were with 

him to the domestic interior, its contents and the daily life within it. He writes, “The 

power is therefore exercised within the house; but it is not ours. It claims for itself to be 

the spirit force of our own departed children and relatives and friends whom we have 

intimately known in the flesh.”52 

The spirits’ undertaking of routine tasks, with their objective to preserve the 

housekeeper Mary’s mediumistic vitality, draws the content and limits of normative 

domestic life into question. Theobald’s claims about the spirits’ exertions were 

implausible to non-believers. Moreover, the spirit assistance afforded Mary challenged 

the boundary of conventional hierarchical relations between masters and servants.53 To 

                                                                 
50Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 106 [emphasis in original]. 
51Refer PLATE I.- PART II. CHAP. I. Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 106-107. 
52 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 149  [emphasis in original]. 
53 Owen, The Darkened Room, 106. 
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make matters more contentious, Theobald’s publication revealed that Mary was treated 

as a family member by sharing a room with his daughter. Theobald allowed Mary to 

undermine normative household structures with a view to encouraging spirit activity at 

his home. Yet, by not conforming to social conventions, Theobald problematised his 

own credibility, which in turn diminished his testimony’s value to his audience. 

Theobald’s Spirit Workers was controversial among spiritualist and sceptical readers 

alike, because it was an extraordinary account of not entirely ‘proper’ domestic life.54 

Theobald acknowledged that his spiritualist home and its unfamiliar practices attracted 

controversy. Yet, he explained that a belief in spirit activity is: 

likely to be scorned only by those who wish to keep spirit force at a safe 

distance, and are unwilling to disturb the properness of household routine 

by any forces so remote and incalculable as those represented by the spirits 

of those whom we call the dead. At any rate, whether undignified and 

frivolous, or grave and serious, I feel it my duty to record the facts, and 

leave it to my readers whether they will censure them from a distance, or 

look more closely and curiously into their meaning and value.55 

Theobald’s suggestion that readers look beyond proper “household routine” to seek 

spiritualism’s “meaning and value” for themselves is tied to the spiritualist home’s 

consolatory aspects.56 Spiritualism undermined a number of cultural certainties, ranging 

from religious and domestic concerns to practical logic.57 Yet, Theobald believed that 

the personal benefits of consolation outweighed the socio-cultural risks that 

accompanied the unorthodox belief in spirit life. Those who challenged forms of 

domestic culture—as those who believed in spiritualism inevitably did—put themselves 

at risk of disapproval. Having described how the spiritualist home serviced the bereaved 

soul but in doing so compromised normative standards of domestic life, the following 

section explains how a spiritualist understanding of the home was interpreted as medical 

grounds for a diagnosis of insanity. 

                                                                 
54 Many of the accounts contained in Spirit Workers had been previously published in the periodical Light 
and been criticised extensively then, even among spiritualist believers. Of particular contention was the 
Theobalds’ treatment of Mary, their mediumistic servant. See Owen, The Darkened Room, 106. 
55 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 112. 
56 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 112. 
57 Cottom, "On the Dignity of Tables," 773. 
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The Medicalisation of Spiritualist Beliefs and Practices 

Spiritualists strove to establish the personal meaning and worth of household furniture 

and objects as a spiritualist resource. In the following passage, Theobald describes the 

consolatory value of household furniture. He does this by publishing a spirit’s attempt to 

co-opt furniture as a conduit for spirit communication. The attempt was captured in a piece 

of automatic writing, which means that a spirit took over the hand of the medium to 

produce it. It was recorded in a Theobald family séance and reads: 

January, 1886. Direct; at a séance, two friends being present. One of their 

relatives signed this writing. Cui bono 

Many ask you what is the use of Spiritualism? Why do you need your 

furniture moved by supernatural power? And how does that benefit 

mankind? . . . We tell you from the All-wise and Mighty God, who is the 

ruler of all things, that spirit intercourse is to give that comfort to the 

heart that faith alone cannot give . . . Once again you ask, but how can 

this be done by raps or moving tables, & chairs? Why will the spirits not 

come to us another way—more worthy of their mission to bring souls to 

Christ? . . . Materialism envelopes the spiritual, and we cannot be heard: 

we have stood at your side and have striven to awaken you to our 

presence, but you would not heed . . . Your dear ones, who have passed 

away beyond the veil, are daily by your side, trying to make their 

presence and life know to you . . . Some of you here to-night can both see 

and feel and rejoice in the knowledge of the ones who have gone before, 

returning unto them with words of comfort, hope, and joy . . . 58 

The spirit explained that spirit communion through household furniture was 

comforting. Table raps and moving furniture bore a better response from living loved 

ones, because it provided material evidence of the presence in daily life. Without 

animation, the bereaved misinterpreted the comfort afforded by a spirit presence as a 

figment. Spirits and spiritualists knew that a spirit’s animation of household furniture 

offered a superior form of consolation and sense of comfort afforded by the home. 

The spiritualist mode of self-nurture entailed a secularising shift from the puritanical 

“Know yourself” toward what Foucault describes as the more the self-indulgent 

commandment “Take care of yourself.”59 The object of spiritualism had a lesser focus on 

                                                                 
58Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 255-256 [emphasis in original]. 
59 Foucault, "Technologies of the Self," 22. Foucault describes the nature of the shift toward self-care as 
self-indulgent when he explains that “We find it difficult to base rigorous morality and austere principles 
on the precept that we should give ourselves more care than anything else in the world. We are more 
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the eschatological question of one’s death, moral judgement and prospects for a heavenly 

future in favour of one’s welfare in daily life.60 The spiritualist’s quest for inner 

contentment was a swing away from a long experience of Christian asceticism. 

Spiritualist self-care as a practice was a critical step toward seeing the sentiment of 

wellness as a fundamental requirement in household design, which we still embrace 

today.61 As a religion of “survival,” as Aries has described mid nineteenth-century 

spiritualism’s consolatory aspect, spiritualism was analogous to the medical science of 

patient recovery.62 Yet the incompatible nature of medical and spiritualist knowledge 

systems in the Victorian period prevented their union. A key issue was the idea of 

evidence and the apparent lack of empirical basis for spiritualist belief. For pragmatists, 

individuals inhabiting what seemed to be an imaginary domestic world were irrational or 

even mad. In contrast to spiritualist convictions about the other world, medical 

practitioners saw spiritualism as a fantasy life of the “gravest nature.”63 In his 

publication Spiritualistic Madness, (1877), Dr. Lyttleton Forbes Winslow explains that 

the spiritualist individual 

becomes a visionary alien to the real world, a denizen of his adopted 

country, and an outlaw to those around him; he lives and breathes an 

imaginary atmosphere of his own, to the exclusion of everything else. 

Fanaticism has always been followed by pernicious and prejudicial results, 

from the one absorbing power of the mind believing in hallucination, 

which gradually becomes fixed, and cannot be thrown off or cast aside.64 

Forbes Winslow was describing the spiritualist’s inhabiting relation to their domestic 

surroundings. He regarded the spiritualist’s illusory home life as a primary cause of 

“superstitious madness,” or “religious insanity, associated with melancholic and suicidal 

symptoms, rendering many of its victims dangerous to be free agents for their own 

protection, and that of societies in general.”65 He explained that such a “facile credulity in 

spiritualism which is spreading widely at the present day must be considered as one of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                      

inclined to see taking care of ourselves as an immorality, as a means of escape from all possible rules.” 
Foucault, "Technologies of the Self," 22. 
60 See Aries, 459-460, as he describes the changing nature of spiritualism toward secularity. See also 
Foucault, "The Subject and Power," 784. 
61 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’." 
62 Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, 459. 
63 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 18. 
64 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 18. 
65 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 12-13, 19-20. 
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principal causes of the increase of insanity.”66 “The exalted notions concerning it affect 

whole communities.”67 Further, “The consideration of it enlarges, and at length becomes 

gigantic; it grows and increases, has no context, and admits of no relationship with any 

other truth; in fact it is a monomania, and the professor of it is a lunatic.”68 

As part of the medico-spiritualist debate, Susan Elizabeth Gay responds to 

Winslow's publication in “Spiritualistic Sanity,” published in 1879.69 The difference of 

opinion presents a point of epistemological upheaval which was centred on the 

spiritualist self and home. Gay explains that scepticism about spiritualism was an 

inevitable course of all new claims to truth, pending normalisation and acceptance. 

Truth never has a natural birth. The test of its claims as such, however, 

rests in its ability to survive opposition; and hence from the earliest 

historical record down to the present time, we see the old phenomenon of 

a fresh creed, a fresh invention, a fresh reform, bitterly persecuted at first, 

and finally taking its place among the established order of things.70 

Gay writes about what would be lacking from human experience, and by extension 

the home, if “materialism were ever to become the ‘dominant idea’ of mankind.”71 She 

explains that “Mere science, in the sense of a knowledge of the external facts of visible 

nature, is cold, negative, isolating. It does not inspire; it has no vast outlook on the 

future; it brings no comfort to the bereaved; it solves no problem of suffering.”72 

A spiritualist home and way of life was a cause and measure of insanity. 

Rationalists like Forbes Winslow could not see reason in the spiritualists’ fantasy world 

of meaningful comfort and consolation though household furniture. Whereas believers 

like Gay did not want to conceive of a domestic world without these benefits. Caring for 

the self by forming an imaginary relation to the home’s material culture was a process 

that was tied to the spiritualist’s self-formation. Spiritualists fought for the recognition of 

their domestic practices and their self-hood through indefatigable efforts to convince the 

scientific community, and to seek validation from them. Theobald’s book is an example 

of such efforts. In an age of increasing pragmatism, the sanctioning of spiritualism by the 

scientific community and the acceptance of spiritualism by the wider community was a 
                                                                 
66 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 19. 
67 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 32. 
68 Winslow, "Spiritualistic Madness", 21. 
69 Gay, Spiritualistic Sanity. 
70 Gay, Spiritualistic Sanity, 1. 
71 Gay, Spiritualistic Sanity, 2. 
72 Gay, Spiritualistic Sanity, 2. 
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deeply significant prospect for believers. Accordingly, much spiritualist literature is 

aimed at justifying the spiritualists’ relation to household furniture to non-believers, as 

the following section illustrates. 

‘Rationalising’ Oneself Through the Spiritualist Home and Theobald’s 

Parrhesiastic Condition 

The supernatural events documented in Theobald’s book were intended to provide 

“scientific proof” of what many believed to be fictional claims.73 Despite this intention, 

Theobald’s claim to truth was supported by distinctly un-scientific arguments. The 

‘empirical’ measures that he proposed to be evidence of his home’s spirit life included 

personal integrity, the validity of his individual testimony, and the ‘public’ validation or 

acceptance of his family. Proof of his own character and the reputation of his family, 

according to Theobald, satisfied the requirements of the scientific community of which 

he sought membership. 

The scientific community held differing opinions concerning the possibility of 

spiritualist phenomena. One school comprised mainstream empiricists who had no 

tolerance for belief in the spirit life, while the other actively attempted to verify spiritual 

phenomena. The latter group originated in The Ghost Society, which was founded in 

Cambridge in 1852. French historian, Maurice Lanoire, explained that The Ghost Society 

attempted to establish the study of “supranormal phenomena in an ambience devoid of any 

religious or spiritual assumptions and according to rigorously scientific methods. Then in 

1882, this Ghost Society adopted its definitive name by which it is now known throughout 

the world, The Society of Psychical Research, or SPR.”74 Like the Ghost Society, the SPR 

intended to make “an organised and scientific attempt to investigate that large group of 

debatable phenomena designated by such terms as psychical and spiritualistic,” as Sir 

Ernest Bennet explained in the foreword to his seminal SPR publication, Apparitions and 

Haunted Houses; a Survey of Evidence, (1939).75 

Many of the methods employed by the SPR conflicted with spiritualist ideals. 

Theobald lamented: “Our sittings under such strained and so-called test conditions 

proved really a failure.”76 He explained that “Scientific men too often take refuge in a 

                                                                 
73 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 10. 
74 Laniore’s Reflexions sur la Survie, Paris, Debresse, 1971, translated from French by Phillipe Airès, quoted 
in Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, 459.  
75 Ernest Nathaniel Bennett, Apparitions and Haunted Houses; a Survey of Evidence (Ann Arbor, Mich.: 
Gryphon Books, 1971), xiii. 
76 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 114. 
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savage and wanton attack on the entire moral and intellectual force of the testimony on 

which these facts rest for those who have not seen them. It is easier to blast a character 

than to prove the negative of asserted facts, or to modify one's own views of nature.”77 

To Theobald’s mind, “Trust in character and reasonable faith in testimony—such 

trust and faith as a jury of sensible men would exercise in any ordinary case for judicial 

inquiry—are the essential starting-points in this quest.”78 Theobald’s understanding that 

“testimony” is a valid proof of fact did not fit a culture that was increasingly understood 

in more scientific terms, and is an intriguing feature of his account in Spirit Workers.79 

Among spiritualist believers, the Christian home’s status as a site of sanctity and truth 

validated, to a certain extent, the phantasmagoria of spirit life. By drawing on conventional 

themes of truthfulness, familiarity and privacy, spiritualists like Theobald viewed the home 

as a means of achieving personal and domestic integrity or wholeness. Furthermore, 

Theobald found that events occurring in his home’s interior provided authentication for his 

claims. He wrote of fires that were lit in unoccupied rooms, the appearance of letters in 

locked drawers, and the mystery of spirit writings that appeared on ceilings and cornices in 

the bedroom, the hall, the study, and the drawing room.80 These happenings produced 

compelling evidence of spirit activity, or so he thought. His ceilings were so high that it 

would be impossible for any human to inscribe. He explained, 

Now, as to these writings on the ceiling, they are, excepting the second, 

out of reach of any one to do, even on our house steps, which I mounted 

in order to try, and the suggestion that they could be done by a pencil tied 

to a long stick is simply preposterous, as an inspection and trial would 

prove. Nor could Mary do them on steps, as it is a physical impossibility 

for her to stand on the top of our house steps, whence alone can the 

ceilings be reached.81 

  

                                                                 
77 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 7. 
78 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 292. 
79 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 292. 
80 Theobald writes:  

“The same force or power which does these things can write intelligently and with complete relevancy 
to the circumstances transpiring in our midst—it can write on our own paper, in our own books, and 
on ceilings in all parts of the house, and can even write or leave its writings in locked rooms, securely 
fastened desks, or closed books and writing cases.” Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 149. 

81 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 141. 
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In another example, “The ceilings are 11 ft. high; the highest point of our rickety 

house steps is 5 ft. 8 in., but no one alone could stand there and write on a ceiling. Near 

to the first were also sundry signatures of our spirit friends.”82 A third specimen “was 

done a few days after, and “neatly written in a concave beading of the cornice, which 

rendered it almost impossible to take a tracing, and quite to write it with a pencil on the 

end of a broomstick!”83 Theobald verified acts of spirit writings on walls and ceilings by 

taking tracings, where possible, and including them as evidence in his book. Refer to 

Figure 3.2 and Figure 3.3. 

 

Figure 3.2 Morell Theobald, Plate II. 

Part II. Chap. 1 

Facsimiles of (some) Writings on Ceiling, in Spirit 
Workers in the Home Circle: An Autobiographic 
Narrative of Psychic Phenomena in Family Daily 
Life Extending Over a Period of Twenty Years. 
(London: T Fisher Unwin, 1887), 141. 

 

Figure 3.3 Morell Theobald, Plate III. 

Part II. Chap. 1 

Facsimiles of (some) Writings on Ceiling, in Spirit 
Workers in the Home Circle: An Autobiographic 
Narrative of Psychic Phenomena in Family Daily 
Life Extending Over a Period of Twenty Years. 
(London: T Fisher Unwin, 1887), 235. 
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Spiritualists incorporated a familial dimension into sources and understanding of 

empirical verification. Theobald’s seemingly incredible proclamations about his home 

were strengthened by his family’s substantiation of them. Family solidarity was thought to 

bolster the veracity of claims rather than present an opportunity for collusion. In his guide 

to home life, The Domestic Circle, (1866), Reverend Thomson explained that “the family” 

was where “the most precious lessons of wisdom and truth, of piety and purity, of honesty 

and industry” were found.84 The circle of truth comprising the family enabled “collective” 

experience to legitimise even private phenomena.85 Collective experience was the 

spiritualist standard of verification that “depended on the witness of two or more persons,” 

as SPR member Sir Ernest Nathaniel Bennet advised readers of Apparitions and Haunted 

Houses; a Survey of Evidence, (1939).86 In a similar vein, an article offering advice to 

enquirers about the conduct of circles acknowledged the impediment that domestic privacy 

posed to verification. The author explained that “There is, however, difficulty in obtaining 

access to private circles, and, in any case, you must rely chiefly on experiences in your 

own family circle or amongst your own friends, all strangers being excluded.”87 However, 

according to the spiritualist law of collective experience, Theobald’s conviction was 

largely founded on the sincerity of his family’s claims.88 He writes: 

If the facts here adduced are true—and they are given with all the accuracy 

and care of which I am capable and are not dependent on my solitary 

testimony, but are confirmed by the evidence of all the members of my 

family, who are no longer in statu pupillari, inexperienced in independent 

judgment, but capable either of confirming or contradicting me, and 

honestly ready to do either according to their view of my truth and 

                                                                 
84 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 5-6. 
85 Bennett, Apparitions and Haunted Houses, xv. On the point of public verification within domestic 
environments, Cottom explains that  

“spiritualists were convinced that even private séances were essentially public, in supposedly 
providing a free range to unmanipulated observation and thus the basis for public testimony about the 
phenomena.” Note 17, Cottom, "On the Dignity of Tables," 769-770.  

86The notion of ‘public’ verification within the private home is supported in Sir Ernest Bennet’s classic SPR 
publication, Apparitions and Haunted Houses, where his selection of “narratives,” many of which were 
taken from the 1880s, depended on their status as a “collective case,” that is, one “that depended on the 
witness of two or more persons”; Bennett, Apparitions and Haunted Houses, xv. See also Catherine Berry, 
who wrote:  

“The sitters at my séances have been neither few nor unimportant, so that my experiments have been 
in reality conducted in public.” Berry, Experiences in Spiritualism, 39. 

87 (Oxon), "Advice to Inquirers: The Conduct of Circles," 315. This was published at the back of Spirirt 
Workers. M.A. (Oxon) was Theobald’s alias.  
88 “Morrel had staked his reputation on the genuineness of his family’s experiences”; Owen, The Darkened 
Room, 105. 
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accuracy; they are also confirmed in separate portions by many others who 

do not belong to my family, and have no motive to spare my credit.89 

Theobald, like other spiritualists, looked to his home and family for credibility. 

However, by exposing them to public censure, the publication of his private life violated 

the Christian (and Victorian) understanding that the husband’s primary responsibility 

was to the family. By publishing Spirit Workers, Theobald willingly disclosed what were 

for many implausible household experiences, as well as his unorthodox treatment of 

Mary as a family member. These shortfalls were exacerbated by his disregard for the 

public’s acute concern for domestic privacy.90 An 1869 essay titled “Tittle-Tattle,” from 

the general reading magazine Bow Bell, helps to explain the social context in which 

Theobald knowingly offered his supernatural account of private life. It reads, 

The disposition to pry into the privacy of domestic life is, unfortunately, 

very common, and is always dishonourable. The appetite for such 

knowledge is to be regarded as morbid, and the indulgence of it 

disgraceful. A family have [sic] a sacred right to privacy. In guarding the 

delicate relations of the household secrecy becomes a virtue. Even if by 

chance the private affairs of a household are laid open to a stranger, 

honour would require him to turn from them; and, if a knowledge of them 

would be forced upon him, they should be locked in a sacred silence . . . 

To betray the secrets of a household is not only an odious immorality, but 

a sin and a shame to be on good terms with those who are known to 

commit such outrages. They put themselves out of the pale of decent 

society. They should be treated as moral outlaws.91 

Such was the value placed on domestic privacy in the nineteenth century that its 

violation was problematic, socially and morally. When Theobald invites the reader to 

share in his unusual private experiences, he knows that it is not only his integrity at risk. 

Moreover, he would become a laughing stock, a fraud, a lunatic and a pariah—“a moral 

outlaw,” as “Tittle-Tattle” described.92 On the social perils of publicising fabricated 

spiritualist claims, Georgina Houghton decried, “Who in the whole world would be 

                                                                 
89 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 9-10. 
90 Foucault explains that among the  

“bourgeois classes of the Western countries of the nineteenth century . . . private life is highly valued . 
. . carefully protected and organised . . . it forms the centre of reference for behaviours and one of the 
principals for their valuation”; Michel Foucault, The Care of the Self, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1988), 43. 

91 "Tittle-Tattle," Bow Bells : A Magazine of General Literature and Art for Family Reading 10, no. 251 
(1869): 395. 
92 "Tittle-Tattle,"  395. 
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worth falsifying one's whole soul for?”93 Theobald knew that his contentious publication 

defined him not only as a spiritualist, but also, possibly, as a charlatan, madman, and 

social outcast. He acknowledges the risks of his commitment to his opinion in Spirit 

Workers.94 He writes: 

No inducement whatever but love for truth and for its diffusion where, it 

seems to me, there are urgent demands for it, would have prevailed upon 

me to publish this book; necessitating, as it does, much revelation of very 

private life and thought, and causing many averted or disapproving 

glances, and exposing me to the injurious suspicions which are so easily 

suggested whenever any narration of uncanny events is ventured upon . . . I 

wish it to be distinctly understood that it is published on my sole 

responsibility . . . The phenomenal facts in this book have all been carefully 

and repeatedly verified by myself and members of my household, who are 

quite able to exercise severe scrutiny and are ready to say with me – 

I had rather seal my lips, than, to my peril, speak that which is not.95 

Importantly, Theobald had a motive for conveying his minority view of domestic 

life. Theobald was willing to risk condemnation in pursuit of a truth which he believed 

would benefit both himself and others. He explains that when “vital truth is concerned, it 

is right to make some sacrifice of personal feeling, and allow outsiders to share some of 

the privileges we so much value.”96 Foucault explains in his work on sexuality that “The 

association of prohibition and strong incitations to speak is a constant feature of our 

culture.”97 In the passage, Theobald emphasises the obligation he felt to communicate 

his opinion to an unreceptive audience. His position, however, is better framed through 

Foucault’s term parrhesia, or truth telling. The following paragraphs describe how 

characteristics of the parrhesiastic condition correspond to Theobald’s testimony in 

Spirit Workers and Spiritualism at Home. 

  

                                                                 
93 Houghton, Evenings at Home, 214 [emphasis in original]. 
94 He refers to Spiritualism at Home at several moments in Spirit Workers in the Home Circle. 
95 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, v-vi [emphasis in original]. See also 10.  
96 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 10. 
97 Foucault, "Technologies of the Self," 16-17. 
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Truth telling was a social imperative that contributed to the integrity assumed in 

personal character.98 While the moral quality of one’s character was tied to integrity, not 

every form of truth telling qualifies as being parrhesiastic. The term parrhesia is 

distinguished by characteristics of frankness, courage, danger and responsibility.99 

Foucault clarifies that “parrhesia is a verbal activity in which a speaker expresses his 

personal relationship to truth, and risks his life because he recognizes truth-telling as a 

duty to improve or help other people (as well as himself).”100 In Spirit Workers, 

Theobald repeatedly seeks to enlighten his readers about spiritualism’s benefits and 

consolatory value in the home. For example, Theobald channels a spirit who poses the 

question “Many ask you what is the use of Spiritualism? Why do you need your furniture 

moved by supernatural power? And how does that benefit mankind?”101 Again, 

If I have succeeded—in supplying good grounds for belief—in these 

phenomena where doubt has previously reigned, and have commended to 

trust some of these marvellous but beautiful experiences, I shall have 

done something—my part perhaps—to assist in the inauguration of that 

interior Spirit life which is struggling amidst the resistance and conflict of 

Materialism to assert itself among us: while to some families whose 

Spirit friends stand at the door and knock, I may have made their 

recognition and entrance easier.102 

In parrhesia the speaker’s beliefs segue with the truth.103 The speaker clearly 

expresses that what he is saying is his own opinion and that the majority view is 

misguided.104 Accordingly, in the introduction to Spirit Workers Theobald clarifies, “I 

wish it to be distinctly understood that it is published on my sole responsibility . . . For 

the recital of acts I alone am responsible.”105 

                                                                 
98 Charles Swain’s 1854 poem Speak the Truth reads:  

“Oh, ne’er let falsehood stain thy tongue,  
Nor let thy lips betray  
Thy better reason into wrong, 
But Truths great law obey!”  Charles Swain, "Speak the Truth," The London journal, and weekly record 
of literature, science, and art, Mar. 1845-Apr. 1906 19, no. 493 (1854). 

99 Foucault, Fearless Speech. 
100 Foucault, Fearless Speech, 19  [emphasis in original]. 
101 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, 255. 
102 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, vii. 
103 Foucault, Fearless Speech, 14. 
104 Foucault explains that  

“In parrhesia the speaker emphasizes the fact that he is both the subject of the enunciation and the 
subject of the enunciandum - that he himself is the subject of the opinion to which he refers.” 

Foucault, Fearless Speech, 13; Foucault, Fearless Speech, 17. 
105 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, vi. 
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While Theobald is committed to his spiritualist beliefs, as a parrhesiastes, his truth 

is “dangerous” because it differs from the majority view. Theobald acknowledges his 

spiritualist and therefore opposing stance when he describes it by comparison to “the 

resistance and conflict of Materialism.”106 His outlook involved prioritising the spiritual 

over the rational, or understandings of the world based on concrete evidence, which was 

becoming a minority view. Articulating this other opinion involves a certain risk. In 

Theobald’s case, he placed himself at risk of excommunication. Foucault explains that 

parrhesia “is linked to courage in the face of danger: it demands the courage to speak the 

truth in spite of some danger.”107 Despite Theobald’s treacherous social prospects, “… 

the parrhesiastes primarily chooses a specific relationship to himself: he prefers himself 

as a truth-teller rather than as a living being who is false to himself.”108 This point is 

captured when Theobald writes “I had rather seal my lips, than, to my peril, Speak that 

which is not.”109 

Foucaults writes, “in parrhesia, telling the truth is regarded as a duty. The orator 

who speaks the truth to those who cannot accept his truth, for instance, and who may be 

exiled, or punished in some way, is free to keep silent. No one forces him to speak; but 

he feels that it is his duty to do so.”110 Acordingly, Theobald sees his comforting home 

life “as having wider appeal than to us as a family, and regarding ourselves but as 

stewards in the Master’s service, I cannot forebear doing what I fully expect will bring 

down upon me no small amount of obloquy.”111 The consolatory value that Theobald 

obtained from his domestic interior through his belief in spiritualism called him to risk 

his reputation to benefit himself and others in mourning. 

Theobald’s parrhesiastic testimony addresses his concern for the welfare of other 

domestic inhabitants. He shapes his vision for the home through his marginalised or 

eccentric beliefs, values, and choices that are centred on the emotional needs of both 

himself and a community of people who shared in grief’s burden. His vision supports a 

formative connection to the home’s material culture that has continued to frame our 

affinity to our homes as a place of comfort. 
                                                                 
106 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, vii; Foucault, Fearless Speech, 15. 
107 Foucault, Fearless Speech, 16. 
108 Foucault, Fearless Speech, 17 [emphasis in original]. 
109 Theobald, Spirit Workers in the Home Circle, vi [emphasis in original]. 
110 Foucault, Fearless Speech, 19 [emphasis in original] ; Michel Foucault, Discourse and Truth: The 
Problematization of Parrhesia. (Six Lectures Given by Michel Foucault at Berkeley, Oct-Nov. 1983) 
(online1983), 5 [emphasis in original]. 
111 Preface Theobald, Spiritualism at Home. Read before the London Spiritualist Alliance, June 10th, 1884. 
Reprinted from "Light", 3 [emphasis in original]. 
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The element of choice inherent to parrhesia is analogous to how individual agency 

is ascribed to self-formation.112 It is possible to see the elective to speak as aligned with 

the role of confession, as it becomes translated into medical practice, an idea that I will 

explore in Chapter Five. By offering accounts of his private life, and his spirit children’s 

interactions with household furniture, Theobald’s interior offers an affirmation of his 

beliefs—his truth—and is thereby implicated in processes of parrhesia. As such, Spirit 

Workers was more reflective of his character and status as a spiritualist, rather than as a 

document which was proposed to offer scientific proof of his spiritualist claims. Despite 

his elaborate efforts, Theobald’s testimony about his home and spiritualist life never 

received scientific endorsement. 

This chapter has analysed Theobald’s book Spirit Workers to describe a connection 

between household furniture, spirit work, and consolation, that contributed to the 

spiritualist home’s significance as a place of spiritual comfort. However, a book review of 

Spirit Workers in The Spectator suggests that there was a more ‘comfortable’ way to 

inhabit the home in the Victorian period. It respectfully describes Theobald’s publication 

as “An amazing book, which we cannot profess to criticize. We can but express a 

conviction that we would prefer our home circle without the spirits, though they do light 

fires and cook.’’113 A belief in spirits and their occupation of the home inevitably raises the 

question of imaginative pretences. Spiritualism’s phantasmagorical aspect drew 

normalising discourses of inhabitation into the public domain. Sceptics suggested that 

there was a more sensible, rational, or reasonable way to inhabit the home. Counterpoising 

spiritualism as a kind of domestic fiction, with empirical bases for understanding and 

managing the domestic environment, opens the door to other kinds of methodological 

explorations for the thesis. For example, the play of fact and fiction in the home, and the 

subjective, psychological and social contexts for the divide. The following chapter pursues 

such themes through a study of a Gothic novel, where a fictional home is divided into 

imagined and actual domains. I look at the novel’s role in guiding the Victorian 

inhabitants’ understanding of themselves as rational, domestic beings. 

                                                                 
112 Foucault describes the importance of looking for the functioning of power at the “extremities,” where 
it is always “less legal in character.” Michel Foucault, "Two Lectures," in Power Knowledge: Selected 
Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Vintage Books 1980), 96-97. He 
explains the operations of power as individuals challenge and subvert the law or majority opinion to 
produce themselves as a myriad of “peripheral subjects,” just like Theobald. Foucault, "Two Lectures," 98.  
113 "Spirit Workers in the Home Circle: An Autobiographic Narrative of Psychic Phenomena in Family Daily 
Life, Extending over a Period of Twenty Years. By Morell Theobald (Book Review)," The Spectator, 1887 Jul 
16 1887, 1546 [emphasis in original]. 
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PART THREE : THE MIND 
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Chapter Four Reading Thornfield’s Secret Lair as a 

Variety of Self-Formation 

He lifted the hangings from the wall, uncovering the second door: this, 

too, he opened. In a room without a window, there burnt a fire guarded 

by a high and strong fender, and a lamp suspended from the ceiling by a 

chain. Grace Poole bent over the fire, apparently cooking something in a 

saucepan. In the deep shade, at the farther end of the room, a figure ran 

backwards and forwards. What it was, whether beast or human being, one 

could not, at first sight, tell: it grovelled, seemingly, on all fours; it 

snatched and growled like some strange wild animal: but it was covered 

with clothing, and a quantity of dark, grizzled hair, wild as a mane, hid its 

head and face.  

Jane Eyre, 1848, Chapter 26, 310 

Chapters Two and Three introduced the dichotomies of fact and fiction, reason and 

unreason at play in the Victorian home. This chapter elaborates on the divide as it is 

depicted in literature, by looking at Bertha Mason’s garret in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 

Eyre (1848). My analysis offers another perspective on domesticity by looking at how 

the garret’s otherness engages the Victorian reader’s understanding of the home. Brontë 

expected the reader to evaluate the home—or at least, some of its parts—inhabited by a 

bestial woman as unseemly. Bertha, who was insane, could not dwell in all parts of the 

home for reasons of propriety and ‘the family’s’ self-preservation. In this exploration, I 

will build upon Ian Hunter’s theory of moral alignment, elaborated in his essay “Reading 

Character,” (1983), to explore the domestic setting in Jane Eyre and how it guided the 

Victorian reader’s relation to the home. 

Jane Eyre is the story of a governess fated to marry her employer, Edward Fairfax 

Rochester. Unbeknownst to Jane, Rochester is already married. The narrative plays out 

in Thornfield Hall, a historical mansion. Despite its ostensible normalcy, Thornfield has 

one extraordinary purpose: to conceal a “disgusting secret” that Rochester’s hysterical 

wife, Bertha, is sequestered in the garret on the third floor.1 

                                                                 
1 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (London: Marshall Cavendish Partworks Ltd, 1986), 310. 
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The association between ancient houses and shameful secrets has its origins in 

Gothic Romance novels.2 Evocative descriptions of place, and particularly, of interior 

spaces, are characteristic of the genre. Foreboding imagery of mostly empty castles and 

confined, isolated rooms sets the scene for abject themes of insanity, incarceration, 

secrets and murder.3 These literary tropes characterise the Gothic genre and are often 

restated or re-created through narrative, circumstances, character types, and places from 

pre-existing novels. The re-enaction of well-known scenarios places stories within a 

prior context that contributes to a sense of anticipation, a feeling of suspense, or portends 

exposure of something sinister.4 

The deployment of Gothic techniques is a crucial and well-examined component of 

Brontë’s descriptions of Thornfield’s secret.5 My contribution to the body of research on 

Gothic conventions in Jane Eyre is in exploring Gothic influence on the reader’s relation 

to the home as primarily one of “inhabitation.” By this I mean that the reader draws 

meaning and self-awareness by understanding the moral implications of Thornfield’s 

interior spaces as depicted by Brontë. 

                                                                 
2 Philippa Tristam, Living Space in Fact and Fiction (London: Routledge, 1989), 61. 
3 Charlotte Grant, "Reading the House of Fiction: From Object to Interior," Home Cultures 2, no. 3 (2005): 
241. For pioneering examples from the Gothic genre see Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, 1764, 
Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, (1794), and Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, (1803), published 
1817. For a discussion of Gothic technique in relation to the interior, see Taylor, "Hidden Spaces," 148. 
4 In Jane Eyre, an example of Gothic patterning is apparent in the description of Jane’s first encounter with 
the attic on the third floor:  

“Mrs. Fairfax stayed behind a moment to fasten the trap-door; I, by drift of groping, found the outlet 
from the attic, and proceeded to descend the narrow garret staircase. I lingered in the long passage to 
which this led, separating the front and back rooms of the third storey: narrow, low, and dim, with 
only one little window at the far end, and looking, with its two rows of small black doors all shut, like a 
corridor in some Bluebeard’s castle”; Brontë, Jane Eyre, 109.  

The two rows of closed small black doors camouflage Bertha’s precise location. Further, an antechamber 
buffers the entrance to her room from the main floor, and the doorway is obscured by tapestries; Bertha 
is hidden. The reference to Bluebeard, a tale from French folklore originally published in 1697, connotes 
the foreboding discovery of a terrible secret concealed in the home. Blue Beard is a tale from French 
folklore, originally published in1697. In Bluebeard’s case, the discovery was the bloodied corpses of his 
former wives hanging from meat hooks. See Charles  Perrault, Blue Beard, (London: George G. Harrap & 
Co. Ltd, 1922). 38. 
5 For well-known analyses of the Gothic in Jane Eyre, as well as the subject more generally, see Ellen Moers, 
Literary Women (New York: Double Day and Company, Inc., 1976), 90-110; Elaine Showalter, A Literature of 
Their Own British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (London: Virago Press Limited, 1982), 119; Sandra 
M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic the Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century 
Literary Imagination, Second ed. (Yale University Press, 2000), 347, 336-371; Delia Da Sousa Correa, "Jane 
Eyre and Genre," in The Nineteenth Century Novel: Realisms, ed. Delia Da Sousa Correa, The Nineteenth 
Century Novel ( New York: Routledge, 2000), 87-116; David Punter, The Literature of Terror (London: 
Longman Group Limited 1980), 1. David Punter, "History of the Gothic: Gothic Literature 1764–1824 Gothic 
Romanticism: Architecture, Politics, and Literary Form Gothic Riffs: Secularizing the Uncanny in the European 
Imaginary, 1780–1820," European Romantic Review 23, no. 4 (2012): 479. 
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Writing about “the bourgeois experience” in The Naked Heart, 1995, Peter Gay 

advises that authors of Victorian novels “supported, in fact frequently generated, 

pressing fantasies among their audiences and helped to shape identities both individual 

and collective.”6 Ian Hunter wrote an article entitled “Reading Character,” (1983), which 

adds value to Gay’s point by identifying how personal alignment to literary character 

emerged as an identity-forming device in the nineteenth century.7 This process of self-

understanding operated on an individual level, but also among populations of readers. I 

argue that a shared moral space between reader and character as identified by Hunter is 

replicated in the relation that a reader forms to a ‘characterised’ interior. ‘Reading’ the 

literary interior produced the same effects, shaping the reader’s identity as reading 

character by transforming them into citizens of a particular kind. Understanding the 

interior’s attributes and characteristics represented in literature required readers to be 

attentive to the effects of surroundings, buildings and spaces upon their life and 

responsibilities, in some degree. 

Few analyses of Jane Eyre consider the subtexts of Thornfield’s interior décor, 

despite its seminal role in the novel.8 One that does is Eros and Psyche (1984), in which 

Karen Chase identifies Jane Eyre as “spatially articulate,” observing that “More 

description is lavished on rooms than the people who inhabit them.”9 Chase looks to 

phrenology and physiognomy as sciences that “conceive of the mind in terms of size and 

place,” to show how aspects of Jane’s character are contained and reflected through her 

experiences within certain rooms.10 Chase positions Bertha as Jane’s double, and her 

secreted containment is described as a metaphor for Jane’s self-controlled rage. This 

chapter examines how Bertha’s animalistic inhabitations of Thornfield’s third floor 

inverted the domestic standards that directed and individualised readers. 

The chapter begins by describing how Brontë cultivated a sense of spatial normalcy 

at Thornfield that highlights the garret’s disorder. Secondly, I apply and extend Hunter’s 

theory of character alignment to Bertha’s animalism and the garret. The third section 

elaborates on how the garret’s status upturned a woman’s conventional role and duty. 

                                                                 
6 Peter Gay, The Naked Heart, V vols., vol. IV, The Bourgeois Experience Victoria to Freud (London: Harper 
Collins Publishers, 1995), 224. 
7 Hunter, "Reading Character." 
8 Although few analyses deal with the setting, several connect female oppression to the experience of 
domestic confinement. See analyses of Jane Eyre in Showalter, A Literature of Their Own British Women 
Novelists from Brontë to Lessing; Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic  
9 Chase, Eros & Psyche : The Representation of Personality 59, 60 [emphasis in original]. 
10 Chase, Eros & Psyche : The Representation of Personality 59. 
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The final section brings the Gothic technique of recapitulation to the third floor, to 

consider how the setting undermines Bertha’s status as modern invalid and woman. 

Cultivating Normalcy Through Thornfield’s Interior 

In their seminal book The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 

Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar describe a 

“tension” in Jane Eyre “between parlour and attic, and the psychic split between the lady 

who submits to male dicta and the lunatic who rebels.”11 They follow a distinctive 

variety of personal anxiety caused by “monstrous inhabitation” and the need to conceal it 

from public view.12 Arising from the former, there is a second, corresponding anxiety in 

Jane Eyre: the fear of detection, the risk of exposing the existence of any such 

‘abnormality’ in the home. At stake was the normative appearance of domestic life at 

Thornfield. Socio-historical researcher Akihito Suzuki describes the production of 

domestic tension in the Victorian home. He explains that in nineteenth-century England, 

The family with an insane family member attempted to construct a barrier of 

surveillance, control, and management between public and private spheres, 

and between the domestic realm and the world outside in their attempt to 

contain the patients within the private sphere. At the same time, the barrier 

was under constant threat, and vulnerability was intrinsic to its nature.13 

This section provides an insight into the Victorian reader’s frame of reference for 

understanding how the home’s conventional arrangement and constituent norms were 

threatened by the presence of heritable disease. 

As a “gentleman’s manor-house,” it is likely that Thornfield as it was depicted was 

probably far grander than any likely reader’s own accommodation.14 Nonetheless, 

                                                                 
11 Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic 86. 
12 Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic 86. 
13 Akihito Suzuki, "Enclosing and Disclosing Lunatics within the Family Walls: Domestic Psychiatric Regime 
and the Public Sphere in Early Nineteenth-Century England," in Outside the Walls of the Asylum, ed. Peter 
Bartlet and David Wright (London: The Athlone Press, 1999), 117. 
14 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 101. Andrea Kaston Tange writes about how understandings and expectations of 
homes and domesticity developed. In her book Architectural Identies (2010), she writes  

“ In much the same way that Architectural Digest today appeals largely to readers who could never 
afford the homes pictured on its pages, these homes helped set the lofty goals that constructed the 
ideals to which people aspired.” Tange, Architectural Identities, 10. See also, Andrea Kaston Tange, 
"Envisioning Domesticity, Locating Identity: Constructing the Victorian Middle Class through Images 
of Home," in Defining Visual Rhetorics, ed. Charles A Hill and Marguerite H Helmers (Mahwah, New 
Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2004), 277-301. 
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readers could at least partially relate to the mansion, because its lower levels would have 

corresponded to a mid-century reader’s expectation of manor life. Pertinent to 

Thornfield’s moral signification is the spatial order typical of a ‘normal’ nineteenth-

century home. Most readers would have recognised the rationality and distinctions of 

attending to what Kerr and other pattern book writers called the “proper 

organisation…of the Catalogue of Rooms of a modern gentleman’s house.”15 Dining 

rooms and drawing rooms, morning-rooms and libraries, were spatially planned 

according to their purposes and practical adjacencies.16 Decorative nuances 

differentiated according to gender, separations were established according to class, and 

meticulously enforced systems of household management furthered the mansion’s moral 

signification and social hierarchy. This was an order that the “mad woman in the attic” 

both reinforced and threatened.17 

The term ‘separation’ conveys two relevant meanings when thinking about Jane 

Eyre and the contribution of ‘space’ to themes of domesticity, self-formation, and 

governmentality. The first order of separation, as conventionally understood, involves 

the designation of separate spheres in the home according to individual roles, social 

status, and gender. The second order, which partially destabilises the former, is between 

the ‘sane’ and ‘insane’ representation of domestic space. 

I will begin with the first, more conventional, form of separation, by discussing how 

Thornfield’s respectability was signalled through its architectural planning and 

decoration. For example, the mansion’s moral status and normative appearance are 

manifested in divisions between the family apartment and the servants’ accommodation 

areas. In conventional thinking, these architectural divisions reinforced a rigid, 

hierarchical, Victorian class structure. In wealthy households, separate circulation routes 

and sleeping quarters ensured that the family need not inadvertently cross paths with 

domestic staff.18 At Thornfield, the reader is told that the ordinary servants occupied a 

range of smaller rooms towards the back of the third floor.19 Held in higher esteem, Jane, 

a governess, and Mrs Fairfax, the housekeeper, were differentiated from the other 

                                                                 
15 Kerr, The Gentleman's House, 48 [emphasis in original]. 
16 For resources discussing planning conventions, see Jill Franklin, The Gentleman's Country House and Its 
Plan 1835-1914 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981); Girouard, Life in the English Country House; 
Mark Girouard, The Victorian Country House (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979). 
17 Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic  
18 Girouard, Life in the English Country House, 285. Kerr, The Gentleman's House, 68; Evans, "Figures, 
Doors and Passages," 76-78; Tange, Architectural Identities, 39, 182-187. 
19 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 108. 
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attendants. They occupied comfortable rooms pleasantly furnished in an “ordinary 

modern style” on the second floor.20  

Thornfield’s public rooms on the first floor are described in succession as Jane 

enters them and moves through them. They are presented as settings in which to lead a 

moral life. The contrast between masculine and feminine décor is key to the customary 

appearance of the lower floors. Jane observes that the dining room has a conventional, 

masculine appearance. She recalls that “It was a large, stately apartment, with purple 

chairs and curtains, a Turkey carpet, walnut-panelled walls, one vast window rich in 

stained glass and a lofty ceiling, nobly moulded.”21 Adjacent to the dining room was the 

drawing room. Jane observes, 

I thought I caught a glimpse of a fairy palace, so bright to my novice eyes 

appeared the view beyond. Yet it was merely a very pretty drawing room, 

and within it a boudoir, both spread with white carpets, on which seemed 

laid brilliant garlands of flowers; both ceiled with snowy mouldings of 

white grapes and vine leaves, beneath which glowed in rich contrast 

crimson couches and ottomans; while the ornaments on the pale Parisian 

mantelpiece were of Bohemian glass, ruby red; and between the windows 

large mirrors repeated the general blending of snow and fire.22 

Thornfield’s interior design provided a setting for decorous conduct and respectful 

interpersonal exchanges. Brontë emphasises the description of communal areas that were 

intended for the reception of visitors. Rooms like the drawing room and dining room 

were furnished to express the inhabitants’ identity, and conspicuously demonstrated 

norms that proved the occupants’ moral worth.23 In his popular decorative guide, 

Thomas Sheraton describes the drawing room as “the chief apartment of a noble or 

genteel house, to which it is usual for company to draw after dinner, and in which formal 

visits are paid. In these rooms, the most elegant furniture is requisite, as they are for the 

                                                                 
20 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 100. Ideally, the home’s different inhabitant ‘communities,’ as Kerr later described 
them, would be segregated by a baize door. This was a soundproof barrier that concealed the subordinate 
inhabitations of the servant class from the family’s accommodation. As Thornfield was a centuries old 
estate, these secondary routes were likely repurposed or adapted through the layout of the second and 
third floors rather than newly integrated. See Kerr, The Gentleman's House, 68.On baize doors, see 
Girouard, Life in the English Country House, 285.  
21 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 106. 
22 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 106. 
23 Andrea Kaston Tange writes,  

“in the Victorian period, being middle class meant embracing a fundamental tension between the 
imagined spaces of the self and the actual walls of the home.“ Tange, Architectural Identities, 20, See 
also 10.  
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reception of persons of the highest rank.”24 The décor of these rooms was not intended to 

indulge the vanity of the owner, but rather to reflect the socially elevated status of the 

visitors.25 The point is vital to understanding Bertha’s garret as a departure from this 

norm. If the drawing room was lavishly furnished to reflect the visitors’ elite status and 

ensure an impression of respectability, then Bertha’s impoverished garret is similarly 

reflective of socially contrived attitudes towards her. 

Importantly, Bertha was not accommodated appropriately to her marital status. As 

the wife of Edward Rochester, Bertha should have been entertaining guests in 

Thornfield’s sumptuous drawing room. However, she is a hysterical woman, unable to 

constrain herself to an ideal Victorian woman’s gendered role, proper conduct, and 

demeanour. For this reason, Bertha does not live anywhere within the family quarters, 

nor in the second-floor rooms occupied by Jane and Mrs Fairfax. Rather, Bertha is in a 

space between the front and back rooms of the third story, down a “narrow garret 

staircase,” at the back of a tapestried room that concealed another door.26 As an acute 

risk to Thornfield’s respectability, Bertha’s madness was worth hiding. 

Rochester was presumably deceived into marrying Bertha, whom he describes as 

“the true daughter of an infamous mother” who was “both a madwoman and a 

drunkard.”27 He was led to believe that Bertha’s mentally ill mother was dead when, in 

fact, she had been institutionalised. Had Rochester known of her status as a mental 

invalid, his marriage to Bertha would not have proceeded. Aside from the issue of 

hereditary disease, which was itself ground for rejection, the fact that they deceived him 

to secure the marriage indicated the Mason family’s inferior moral standing. In a bid to 

preserve his reputation, which would be compromised if the knowledge of his marriage 

to a madwoman became known, Rochester secretes Bertha in a secluded location within 

Thornfield Hall. 

  

                                                                 
24 Sheraton, The Cabinet Dictionary, 201.  
25 “The grandeur then introduced to the drawing-room is not to be considered as the ostentatious parade of 
its proprietor, but the respect he pays to the rank of his visitants.” Sheraton, The Cabinet Dictionary, 218.  
26 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 109, 310.  
27 Brontë in Showalter, The Female Malady 67. See Showalter’s analysis of Jane Eyre, 66-68. 
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Against medical advice requiring the institutionalisation of such patients, Bertha 

was separated and ‘cared for’ at Thornfield.28 Akihito Suzuki describes the 

pervasiveness of home care for the insane among upper and middle-class British 

households of the mid nineteenth-century as a means of containing knowledge about the 

presence of disease in the family. He explains that domestic care was not structured on 

ideals of psychiatric medicine, but rather, according to a layperson’s “self-generated 

cultural framework.”29 This framework was driven in part by sentiments of indignity and 

shame that were associated with insanity.30 

A family’s preference for domestic care was often driven by a need to conceal 

inheritable anomalies.31 Medical discourse cultivated trepidation by producing theories 

of inherited disease, madness and imbecility.32 On account of its conjugal structure, the 

family was vulnerable to defilement by unknown or unacknowledged pasts in which 

disease presided.33 Seeing it as a hereditary weakness carried along the female line, 

psychiatrist Henry Maudsley advised on the “inherited liability” of madness.34 Family 

genetics had a bearing on his distinction between wise and unwise marriages.35 As 

                                                                 
28 On this point, Alexander Morison advised in 1824 that  

“Domestic treatment is seldom admissible, from the patient being unconscious of the disease, and the 
aversion to relatives which the necessary restraint imposed may create.” Alexander Morison, 
"Seclusion (Excerpt from Outlines of Mental Diseases, Edinburgh: Machlachlan & Stewart, 1824," in 
Madness and Morals Ideas on Insanity in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Vida Skultans (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975), 79-80.  

Similarly, George Man Burrows advised in 1828 that  

“There is no general maxim in the treatment of insanity wherein medical practitioners, ancient or 
modern, foreign or domestic, are so unanimous as that of separating the patient from all customary 
associations, his family and his home; . . . I by no means imply that separation or insulation is 
indispensable in all cases of mental derangement. I have myself seen patients recover in their 
domicile; but comparatively those instances are rare indeed.” George Man Burrows, Commentaries on 
Insanity (London: Underwood, 1828), 696. 

29 Akihito Suzuki, Madness at Home the Psychiatrist, the Patient, and the Family in England, 1820-1860, 
ed. Andrew Scull, Medicine and Society (London: University of California Press, 2006), 93. On the basis of 
this framework, he compellingly argues for the domestic origin of moral care. Suzuki, Madness at Home 
115-118. 
30 “The presence of insanity in a home or community could arouse anxiety in a great many people,” Corbin, 
"Cries and Whispers," 659. 
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marital schemes were often strategised around lucrative incentives, there was an 

imperative to forge an impression of genetic normalcy.36 At further risk to their integrity, 

afflicted families secured their reputations and futures by concealing any evidence of 

inheritable anomaly. This concealment was criticised by the medical profession, as it 

subverted its efforts to heal the mentally ill. English physician George Man Burrows 

lamented in Commentaries on Insanity, (1828), 

What can be a motive sufficiently strong in such case not only to conceal, 

but often to deny, an hereditary predisposition, is to me quite 

incomprehensible; yet nothing is more common . . . It is very remarkable, 

that when the desire of concealing hereditary insanity is so great as to run 

every hazard rather than confess it, yet no care is taken to correct such a 

disposition; and although a person knows that it is inherent in himself, he 

is the least careful in betraying proofs of it to the world.37 

The responsibilities of home care for insane family members were onerous. Yet, for 

families who were concerned to maintain their status, home care provided a discreet way 

to remove their patient from public view and disapprobation.38 The architectural 

separation in the Victorian home accommodated the need for secrecy. Cultivating a 

normal appearance at Thornfield’s interior involved keeping Bertha at home against 

medical advice and segregating her from the home’s ordinary living areas. The fear of 

her detection produced a tension in the home. The next section elaborates on how Brontë 

portrayed the garret as an attribute of Bertha’s character. 

The Role of the Interior in Shaping Bertha as the Domestic Animal 

Ian Hunter establishes the literary technique of characterisation—the fictional 

representation of specific characters or character types—as a historically particular 

means of self-formation. Hunter writes about the emergence of “fictional character as a 

projection or correlate of the reader’s own moral self and personality.” 39 Hunter explains 

that nineteenth-century readers saw themselves reflected in a literary character’s 

preferences for mannerisms and moral discernments, thereby relating to that character on 
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these terms. Likewise, characters exhibiting personal traits diverging from the reader’s 

ideals were interpreted as undesirable and rejected as moral correspondents. Modelling 

oneself on or differentiating oneself from a character’s behaviours and values enacted 

self-forming activity. Hunter’s view of the reader’s alignment with character according 

to the previous terms extends to the interiors described in literature, when personal traits 

are presented as an extension of or adjunct to domestic rooms. This means that certain 

character types are suited to or reflected in certain spatial attributes that signify class 

status, cultural beliefs, and moral values. Reading, as a “technique for deriving moral 

imperatives from the text,” as Hunter would put it, compelled readers to align 

themselves with domestic arrangements that simulated their own cultural aspirations and 

reject those that did not.40 

Hunter writes that indications of character were derived from a “particularly 

interesting practice of supplementing the text with a moral discourse on character type,” 

which is a “peculiarly nineteenth-century discourse.”41 Among other influences, this drew 

from a “typology of animals, a bestiary which ranges animals in relation to moral types.”42 

This system originated in the natural sciences, where animals were appraised in human 

terms. Georges Buffon and other naturalists ascribed character to animals through 

descriptions of their tendencies and behaviours. Species were not only classified by their 

physicality, but also by their indolence, ferocity, courage, or tendency to ‘skulk,’ among a 

broad range of other human mannerisms which were communally valued or condemned.43 

Animal types were classified according to a ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ moral order that was 

relative to observable traits, which were in turn analogised to human values. 

The moral classification of animals is one of the topics of A System of Natural 

History (1834), in which Georges Cuvier assigns moral attributes to animals. Comparing 

the lion to two other species, he may well have been describing three of his own 

companions when he wrote, “Yet this king of quadrupeds has not half the moral 

                                                                 
40 Comparing literary examples from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Hunter shows how 
elements necessary to the literary construction of character were not visible until the nineteenth century. 
Hunter, "Reading Character," 231. 
41 Hunter, "Reading Character," 230.  
42 Hunter, "Reading Character," 231.  
43 Furthermore, works like James Redfield’s “Comparative Physiognomy; or, Resemblances Between Men 
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excellence of a poodle dog, nor a thousandth part of the dignity of character possessed 

by the elephant.”44 As members of the “mammiferous class,” humans were evaluated 

according to the same framework.45 Despite the common ground, “reason” was to Cuvier 

and others the defining faculty that “places man at such an infinite distance from the 

inferior animals.”46 Nonetheless, the correspondence opened a metaphoric window to the 

use of animal types as a way to supplement narrative information about the morality of a 

literary character. ‘Animal expression’ functioned as a device that compelled readers to 

both imagine and qualitatively discriminate amongst fictional characters as they would a 

friend or foe. 

In portraying Bertha Mason, Brontë uses animal type as an analogue to human 

character. She compares Bertha to canine animals, most notoriously the hyena. Literary 

scholar Helen Small notices that “Bertha is heard ‘snarling’ and ‘snatching, almost like a 

dog quarrelling’ . . .‘Some strange wild animal’, a ‘wolfish’ thing, a ‘dog’, a ‘tigress’, a 

‘clothed hyena’.”47 In addition to these physical traits, Bertha’s unnerving laugh drew an 

uncanny likeness to the “ill-favoured” creature.48 There was plenty of support for these 

associations appearing in print. A contributor to an edition of Charles Dickens’s The 

Saturday Magazine advised mid-century readers that “The laugh of the hyena greatly 

resembles that of the maniac, and has a startling effect as it steals through the still 

night.”49 The “peculiarity” of the hyena, according to Chambers' Journal, is his “broken 

roar,” which “lends a singular resemblance—not pleasant to nervous people—to an 

exaggerated human laugh.”50 Of laughter’s undesirable forms, historian Peter Gay 
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describes a vindictiveness resonant in certain laughs, and others that attempt to conceal 

“troubling, even terrifying, inner uncertainties.”51 These differences are suggested in 

Bertha’s unsettling “peal,”’ the “low slow, slow ha! ha!” and her “eccentric murmurs.”52 

Crucially, Bertha’s laugh forms a connection between her hyena-like character and 

Brontë’s descriptions of the interior, which activated the reader’s imagination and 

affected their self-perception. The negative implications of Bertha and her garret suggest 

an intent to discourage the reader from the experience of home life that she 

demonstrated. Ultimately, Brontë’s manipulation of domestic ideals through the interior 

enforces insanity’s “negative value.”53 

Bertha’s laugh activates and enhances the reader’s imaginative experience of the 

third floor and contributes to its otherness. At the outset it conveys her separation from 

Thornfield’s conventional living areas and her looming presence in the garret. Further 

communicated is the third floor’s spartan materiality in terms of its lack of furnishing, 

hard surfaces and emptiness. These atmospheric qualities differed from conventional 

understandings of habitational environments and domestic comfort in the Victorian 

period. Brontë reinforced the primacy of such comforts on Thornfield’s lower floors. 

The mystery of Bertha’s containment forms a subplot in Jane Eyre; only a “curious 

laugh” betrays her existence.54 Jane writes, “distinct, formal, mirthless. I stopped: the 

sound ceased, only for an instant; it began again, louder: for at first, though distinct, it 

was very low. It passed off in a clamorous peal that seemed to wake an echo in every 

lonely chamber.”55 Here the reader is required to draw on their knowledge of customary 

architectural arrangements to envision the garret’s separation from Thornfield’s living 

areas on the ground floor.56 Brontë aids the process of imagining domestic otherness 

through the description of sound.57 The reverberating laugh locates Bertha in a sparsely 

furnished and less frequented part of the house. The acoustic effect would have been 

impossible to achieve amidst the deadening fabric layers of the Victorian drawing room. 

This raises a key point, because the drawing room was the setting that a reader would 
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139 

more easily relate to. Imagining Bertha’s laugh in her isolated environment signalled a 

difference in the atmospheric quality of the setting to the reader. The changed 

surroundings were described so as to alienate the reader from Bertha and the way she 

inhabited Thornfield. 

Norbert Elias’s thoughts about behaviour in public places gives a context for 

evaluating the implications of Bertha’s laugh as it relates to her separation from the 

civilised domestic interior at Thornfield. In The Civilising Process, 1939, Elias explains 

that ‘pacified’ social spaces, like the dining room and drawing room, imposed a need to 

regulate or “inhibit affective outbursts” and “damp down extreme fluctuations in behaviour 

and emotions.”58 Failing to moderate affective expressions like laughter and aggression 

produced intimidating or objectionable consequences. This regulation impacted domestic 

behaviour in two ways. Firstly, the inhabitants were called upon to cultivate behaviour 

through self-control or the moderation of conduct. Secondly, a spatial or geographical 

relation between personal conduct and architectural arrangements was established; 

behaviours that were considered “distasteful” or inappropriate were relegated from social 

view.59 Elias uses the example of conventionally carving a whole animal carcass with a 

knife “behind the scenes” as an example of cultural refinement.60 Confining Bertha’s 

disturbing laugh to a peripheral area of the home draws a comparable analogy. Eradicating 

behaviours that might disrupt another’s sense of civility contributed to the impression of a 

respectable household at Thornfield. The penetrating quality of Bertha’s laugh, however, 

undermined any sense of domestic ease afforded by her segregation. 

The resemblance of Bertha’s laugh to the sound of a hyena was not only appropriate 

to her character, but also to her manner of dwelling. In Charles Dickens’s publication 

Household Words, one contributor recounts his observations of a hyena at the London 

Zoo.61 The author describes not only the menacing physicality of the hyena in detail, but 

also its domestic habits, which draw an uncanny semblance to the surreptitious 

inhabitations of Bertha Mason. Dickens explains that 

The gloomy abodes of the hyӕna are caves and the recesses of rocky hill-

sides, or the vaults of old sepulchres, deserted dwellings and old ruins. 

Here it abides in slothful slumber in the broad light and heat of day, and 
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as darkness falls, emerges from its lair to fulfil its loathsome and cruel 

purposes.62 

Bertha, similarly, lived in a deserted area of the house. The windowless garret was 

devoid of natural light, unventilated, and therefore cave-like. She too would creep out at 

night to roam Thornfield’s third floor, hovering over Jane as she slept. It was during 

these hours that Bertha shredded Jane’s wedding veil and set light to the mansion. These 

were “loathsome” and “cruel” behaviours. 

Though he is not concerned with Brontë’s book per se, the writing of social theorist 

Charles Taylor is relevant for the connection between Bertha’s character and mental 

state and her manner of her conduct on Thornfield’s third floor. In his book Sources of 

the Self (1994), Taylor describes a relation between an individual’s identity and their 

orientation in physical space.63 Once defined, a sense of “dignity” is inscribed in their 

“very comportment.”64 

The very way we walk, move, gesture, speak is shaped from the earliest 

moments by our awareness that we appear before others, that we stand in 

a public space, and that this space is one of respect or contempt, of pride 

or shame. Our style of movement expresses how we see ourselves as 

enjoying respect or lacking it, as commanding it or failing to do so.65 

Taylor explains that people, as socially cognisant, are expected to adapt their 

behaviours in response to social contexts and environments. The ability to reason would 

establish Bertha as a self-reflective, socially aware individual, with the facility to 

recognise acceptable parameters of behaviour. However, Bertha’s canine status deprives 

her of the ability to think judiciously. Bertha’s animalism is as an allegory of insanity. 

Correspondingly, her lack of the distinctively human capacity to reason renders her 

incapable of two aptitudes that are essential to conventional modes of deportment.66 

Firstly, she lacks the capacity for introspection, which is a skill required to establish an 

identity. Secondly, she lacks cognisance of the imperative to modify behaviour in the 

presence of others. Bertha’s absent sense of self is evidenced as she snatches and growls 
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on the garret floor. Without self-awareness, she relinquishes the ability to inhabit the 

home with autonomy and is therefore separated behind the scenes of domestic life. 

Foucault’s notion of “heterotopias of deviation” is pertinent to Bertha’s 

marginalised location at Thornfield.67 These, he explains, are places “where individuals 

are put whose behaviour is deviant with respect to the mean or required norm.”68 

Ultimately, there is no “common moral space”—architecturally or personally—for the 

reader to identify with Bertha’s character.69 On these grounds, the reader is obliged to 

disassociate themselves from Bertha’s ‘disorientation’ at Thornfield. Reading Bertha 

Mason’s animal character and by extension, her ‘lair’ activated a mode of self-evaluation 

in the mid-century reader. An introspective process informed the reader of an obligation 

to inhabit the home with cognisance and self-control. Following this analysis of how the 

setting contributed to Bertha’s animalism, the next section analyses how Brontë 

represents the garret as a “different space” in more detail.70 

The Third Storey: Difference, Anachronism, and Bertha’s ‘Sick Room’ 

Perhaps the foremost aspect of Thornfield’s interior is its contradictory status as 

both actual and symbolic, conventional and unsettling. In other words, it is what 

Foucault would call heterotopic in relationship to the more familiar and sentimentally 

‘safe’ areas depicted on the lower floors. The otherness of the third floor’s arrangement, 

furniture and contents, shadows and throws into question the normality and 

respectability of the lower floors.71 In the space of the third floor, a Victorian woman’s 

domestic role was inverted; ideals of feminine demeanour and expectations of the rooms 

in which women dwelled were abandoned. As a fictional or imaginary realm, the third 

floor offered a hypothetical, Gothic scenario against which readers could appraise their 

sentiments toward Betha’s unfamiliar personal and domestic status. The grotesqueness 

of her habitation was a stimulus for an introspective process that helped readers to better 

understand themselves as domestic subjects, and guided their occupation of the Victorian 
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home. The analysis in this section explores Bertha’s third-floor garret as a counter-space 

to normative domestic arrangements in greater detail. I will compare and contrast the 

garret to the conventional, Victorian-era sick room, as a setting that harmoniously 

combined medical cure and domestic care. 

Literary scholar Miriam Bailin positions the sick room as an idealised microcosm of 

domesticity, “a kind of utopian order,” where familial obligations, roles and duties were 

played out.72 Bailin’s sick room provides another background against which to highlight 

the implications of Bertha’s circumstances in the garret. Of particular value is the 

garret’s construal as a setting for patient care. The garret is a setting and a metaphor for a 

common form of domestic management of insane family members in the Victorian 

period—their concealment. It involved the hiring of an experienced keeper who was 

competent in the control and care of insane patients.73 Attendants were often trained in 

low occupancy private retreats, and could be hired and removed discreetly from “several 

major madhouses in London.”74 In Jane Eyre, the role of carer is assumed by the 

enigmatic figure, Grace Poole. Poole’s role as carer and Bertha’s role as invalid 

ostensibly define the garret’s status as a curative realm. 

But, radically different from the sick room, the interior architecture of the garret 

overturns medical ideals of therapeutic design. Anthony Todd Thomson’s advice book to 

women, The Domestic Management of the Sick-Room (1841), provides some context for 

this departure from medical ideals.75 Thomson offers advice about how to manage a 

range of illnesses at home, including insanity.76 The first chapter provides detailed 

information about the sick room’s general organisation. He writes, “The apartment 
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should be chosen and arranged in a special manner for the reception of the invalid. It 

should be one calculated to administer to his temporary comfort, as well as to aid his 

recovery.”77 Where appropriate, Thomson tailors finishes and furnishings to the 

requirements of care for specific illnesses. For example, he distinguishes between the 

respective advantages of sofas versus reclining chairs, makes recommendations for 

tables, carpets and implements, their therapeutic functions, as well as the number 

required in any one given situation.78 He also advises on the room’s ideal scale and 

orientation. “The sick-room should be large, lofty, and if possible with a northern aspect, 

in order to avoid the heat of the mid-day and afternoon sun.”79 Questions of ventilation, 

temperature, cleanliness and light levels were also addressed. 

Thomson warns that the presence of fire in the sick room is replete with liability, so 

much so that even “an unshaded Lamp or a Candle would be hurtful”.80 He writes, 

There should be no kettle, nor any implement of cooking, in the sick-

room; even in winter, and when a fire is required. In general, a fire in the 

sick-room is only necessary for the comfort of the attendants; but nurses 

too frequently take advantage of it to boil the water for their own tea, and 

to prepare the slops for the invalid; a custom which cannot be too 

severely reprobated.81 

In terms of its curative potential, Bertha’s garret did not “administer . . . temporary 

comfort,” and “aid . . . recovery”.82 In fact, the architecture of the garret did not conform 

to any of Thomson’s advice. Without the benefit of a window, and the hazard of an open 

fire on which Grace Pool cooked, the space of Bertha’s confinement would evoke a 

concern for her welfare in the Victorian reader. Furthermore, the harshness of her 

treatment does not conform to the emerging ideal of ‘moral care.’ 

As it evolved from the beginning of the nineteenth century, moral care entailed a 

dramatic shift in patient management, which corresponded to a changed perception of 
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insanity.83 The treatment for insane patients moved from being cruel and unhygienic, 

towards being kind, clean and respectful.84 A founding advocate of moral care, John 

Conolly, explained: 

The old system placed all violent or troublesome patients in the position 

of dangerous animals. The new system regards them as afflicted persons, 

whose brain and nerves are diseased, and who are to be restored to health, 

and comfort, and reason. This simple difference of view it is which 

influences every particular in the arrangement of every part of an asylum 

for the insane.85 

Conolly recommended the institutionalisation of patients in asylums which 

resembled homes.86 Domestic influences were thought to have a remedial effect on all 

asylum patients, but especially women, who comprised the larger portion of the “inmate 

population.”87 Conolly’s thoughts about asylum design and moral care would be 

integrated into mainstream medical practice over the following two decades. For 

example, in a survey of asylums for The Lancet, 1877, physician Mortimer Granville 

extolled the therapeutic value of domestic decoration and convention: 

It is by domestic control, by surroundings of daily life, by such details the 

colourings of walls, the patterns on floor cloth, the furniture and 

decoration of rooms, by the influence of pictures, birds and draperies, the 

judicious use of different kinds of clothing, suitable occupation and 

diversions, and, generally, by moulding and controlling the life of a 

lunatic, the psychologist hopes to reach, capture and reeducate the truant 

mind, and perhaps reseat the dethroned intelligent will of his patient.88 
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Despite the perceived benefits of a domestic environment for health, no such 

comforts were found in Bertha’s garret sick room. On the contrary, the garret more 

closely resembled the “massive and gloomy mansions” that Conolly described when 

writing about the antiquated accommodation formerly devised for insane persons up the 

mid eighteenth-century.89 He writes of these old settings, 

These were but prisons of the worst description. Small openings in the 

walls, unglazed, or whether glazed or not, guarded with strong iron bars; 

narrow corridors, dark cells, desolate courts, where no tree, nor shrub, nor 

flower, nor blade of grass grew; solitariness, or companionship so 

indiscriminate as to be worse than solitude; terrible attendants, armed 

with whips, sometimes (in France) accompanied by savage dogs, and free 

to impose manacles, and chains, and stripes, at their own brutal will; 

uncleanliness, semi-starvation, the garotte, and unpunished murders: 

these were the characteristics of such buildings throughout Europe.90 

In Jane Eyre, thought-provoking literary techniques are used to recall comparable 

scenes, and thereby convey a medically obsolete perception and treatment of insanity. 

Gothic habits take the reader to a previous time. Literary scholar David Punter advises, 

“the very nature of the Gothic is that it is always a recapitulation, a set of distorted 

memories of prior arrangements of things, whether they be related to a remote past or to 

events and trends far more recent.”91 Gothic restatement enables the third floor setting to 

undermine Bertha’s status as both woman and modern invalid, as the following analysis 

will reveal. 

Reconstructing Meaning Through the Third Floor’s Interior: 

Architecture, Furniture, and Objects 

Being a historical mansion, Thornfield incorporated planning ideals that were 

purposeful and meaningful in times prior to the story’s setting (the mid-reign of Queen 

Victoria, 1837-1876). It is possible to read the implications of Thornfield’s architecture 

and décor in terms of historically specific ideals. The process involves what I will 

describe as an ‘architectural recapitulation’ which, by recalling the past, contributes to 

the Gothic quality of the third floor. The idea can be explained by considering 

Thornfield’s back stairs, which led to Bertha’s secret apartments. Brontë describes the 

                                                                 
89 Conolly, The Treatment of the Insane, 5. 
90 Conolly, The Treatment of the Insane, 5. 
91 Punter, "History of the Gothic," 479. 
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stairs in question when Jane discovers the attic for the first time. In the scene, Jane 

descends down the “narrow garret staircase” which is accessed via a “long passage . . . 

separating the front and back rooms of the third storey.”92 The suspenseful nature of her 

transit calls to mind what architectural historian Mark Girouard termed the “backstairs 

intrigue” typical of seventeenth- and eighteenth-centuries narratives.93 By this, Girouard 

refers to secondary stairwells that could accommodate secretive dealings in stately 

homes. Using the example of King Charles II (1630-1685), Girouard explains that 

the backstairs acquired a recognised function in the king’s political and 

private life. William Chiffinch, Charles’s senior page of the backstairs 

and keeper of his cabinet closet, was an extremely useful person to know, 

and an invaluable servant to the king. Under his supervision, priests, 

whores, opposition politicians and anyone else whom the king wished to 

see in secret, came discreetely up the backstairs.”94 

Borrowing seventeenth-century meanings of the backstairs, Bertha’s concealed 

quarters acquired undertones of deception and intrigue. 

However, it is the third floor’s anachronistic décor that most pointedly takes the 

reader to another time.95 Far from the “beau ideal” of domesticity Jane describes on the 

lower floors, the descriptions of the third floor are manifestly Gothic.96 The rooms are 

unlike those in which Jane was accustomed to dwelling. By contrast, they contained 

objects ornamented with forgotten symbols, and furniture adopting unfamiliar forms that 

rendered them peculiar and curious, because of their mysterious origins and purposes. 

For example, Jane describes “wrought old English hangings rusted with thick work, 

portraying effigies of strange flowers, and stranger birds, and strangest human beings.”97 

She continues; 

some of the third story rooms, though dark and low, were interesting from 

their air of antiquity. The furniture once appropriated to the lower 

apartments had from time to time been removed here, as fashions changed; 

and the imperfect light entering by their narrow casements showed 

bedsteads of a hundred years old; chests in oak or walnut, looking with 

their strange carvings of palm branches and cherub’s heads, like types of 

the Hebrew ark; rows of venerable chairs, high-backed and narrow; stools 

                                                                 
92 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 109. 
93 Girouard, Life in the English Country House, 149. 
94 Girouard, Life in the English Country House, 149.  
95 On this point see Tristam, Living Space in Fact and Fiction, 145-146; Small, Love's Madness, 156. 
96 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 97. 
97 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 108. 
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still more antiquated, on whose cushion tops were yet apparent traces of 

half effaced embroideries, wrought by fingers that for two generations had 

been coffin dust. All these relics gave to the third story of Thornfield Hall 

the aspect of a home of the past: a shrine of memory.98 

The “temporal discontinuit[y]” Brontë constructs between floors establishes an 

“absolute break” with “traditional time,” as Foucault describes “heterochronias” in 

Different Spaces, (1984).99 This means that two different epochs are brought together in 

the same place, as is evident through the setting. Bertha herself is an accessory of the 

anachronistic space.100 The design of the dissident third floor with its old furniture and 

ideas does not follow the domestic conventions deployed in Thornfield’s remaining 

areas. Like Bertha’s insanity, the anachronistic furniture is out of place on Thornfield’s 

lower floors.101 Historian John Lukac’s observation that from medieval times, “The 

interior furniture of houses appeared together with the interior furniture of minds,” holds 

a particular value in the context of Bertha’s distorted femininity, her insanity, and the 

contents of the third floor.102 It asks that her mind be read in light of her surroundings. 

Through its old furniture and objects the third floor is connected to previous modes 

of life at Thornfield. The heavily carved furniture, high backed, narrow chairs, and old 

tapestries, thought by Jane to be a hundred years old, are likely to be centuries older. 

Philippa Tristam speculates that the furniture is Jacobean at the latest, which suggests 

late sixteenth to early seventeenth-century provenance, by her estimation.103 By recalling 

a time when the insane were despised and harshly treated, and by the author’s failure to 

incorporate more recent medical advice into the narrative, Bertha’s surroundings serve to 

undermine her status as a modern invalid.104 Recognising the narrative’s failure to adhere 

to contemporary concerns for patient wellness and domestic care offers a point of 

disassociation from the third floor for the reader. 

Likewise, the furniture undermines Bertha’s status as a Victorian woman. The 

carved chests in oak and walnut manifest masculine materials and objects to the 
                                                                 
98 Brontë, Jane Eyre, 108. 
99 Foucault, "Different Spaces," 182. 
100 Helen Small writes “Bertha is out of time with the rest of the novel. Locked away in the attic of 
Thornfield Hall for ten years, along with all the outmoded furniture, she has seen no one but her stolid 
keeper and, occasionally the husband she hates.” Small, Love's Madness, 156. 
101 Small, Love's Madness, 156. 
102 J. Lukacs, "The Bourgeois Interior: Why the Most Maligned Characteristic of the Modern Age May yet 
Be Seen as Its Most Precious Asset.," The American Scholar 39, no. 4 (1970): 623. See also Grant, "Reading 
the House of Fiction: From Object to Interior," 235. 
103 Tristam, Living Space in Fact and Fiction, 145-146. 
104 For similar interpretations see Showalter, The Female Malady 67. Small, Love's Madness, 156. 
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Victorian reader. Coupled with the dull, worn embroidery and dim lighting, the third 

floor draws a sombre contrast to Thornfield’s feminine drawing room. On the correlation 

between darkness and masculinity, Andrea Kaston Tange writes,  

Victorian dining rooms were almost invariably decorated darkly. Despite 

cautions against being too ‘sombre or dull,’ decoration of the dining room 

showed distinct preference for dark colours, heavily carved furniture, 

sombre decoration, and heavy drapery as the way to create a ‘masculine’ 

atmosphere.105  

The furniture signifies Bertha’s dissonance with contemporary ideals of Victorian 

femininity. This provides another opportunity for the reader to disassociate themselves 

from Bertha. 

Crucially, the third floor’s identification with the literary Gothic positions it as an 

imaginary domain which contrasts the ‘actual’ space of the lower floors.106 This fictional 

quality contributes to the third floor’s otherness and compels the reader to engage with it 

in a particular way. Using specific techniques to intensify the reader’s imaginative 

experience in describing Bertha’s ‘other’ space, Brontë highlights the content and 

boundaries of domestic life as well as gendered identities and household relationships. 

The ‘real life’ played out on the lower floors is taken for granted as ‘normal’ and 

“staged” according to “definite rules,” as Michelle Perrot describes domestic 

conventions in A History of Private Life (1990).107 The imaginary attic, by contrast, 

defies all normative standards that defined the middle-class home. 

This chapter has stressed the agency of narrative fiction as a guide for the formation 

of the domestic subject. The analysis has revealed how Brontë deployed and manipulated 

Thornfield’s interior design to frame her characters in terms of the mid-century reader’s 

conception of domestic normalcy and the good. ‘Reading’ Bertha’s garret involved an 

introspective process by which readers understood themselves as reasoning individuals 

who inhabited the home in normative ways. Casting Bertha’s spatial and personal 

instability as undesirable, Brontë shaped the reader’s sentiment toward proper domestic 

conduct, duties of care and the type of individual that should rightfully inhabit the home. 

Her narrative realism used the notion of ‘animal character’ and Gothic techniques to 

construct the imagined experience life at Thornfield as negative. By recognising Bertha 

                                                                 
105 Tange, Architectural Identities, 148. 
106 Tristam, Living Space in Fact and Fiction, 145-146. 
107 Perrot, "The Family Triumphant," 134. 
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and her surroundings as ‘out of place,’ and by rejecting Bertha’s domestic regime, the 

Victorian reader was formed as an inhabiting subject. The next chapter leaves Britain for 

America, but continues with themes of mental health, domestic space, and understanding 

of the interior as a place for certain kinds of people and behaviour. 
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Chapter Five The Curative Interior: S Weir Mitchell’s 

Moral Therapy For The Fashionable 

Sufferer 

For some years I have been using with success, in private and in hospital 

practice, certain methods of renewing the vitality of feeble people by a 

combination of entire rest and of excessive feeding . . . The cases thus 

treated have been chiefly women of the class well known to every 

physician, — nervous women, who as a rule are thin, and lack blood. 

Most of them have been such as had passed through many hands and 

been treated in turn for gastric, spinal, or uterine troubles, but who 

remained at the end as at the beginning, invalids, unable to attend to the 

duties of life, and sources alike of discomfort to themselves and anxiety 

to others.  

Weir Mitchell, Fat and Blood and How to Make Them, 1877, 7-8 

There is a growing tendency in the minds of thoughtful alienists to 

believe that many instances of aberration or of melancholy are best cared 

for in the patients' own houses. 

Weir Mitchell, Nurse and Patient, 1877, 32 

Weir Mitchell’s therapeutic rest cure provides another example by which the 

domestic subject was obliged to form themselves into a reflective, reasoning being who 

understood themselves in terms of their surroundings in novel ways. Mitchell believed 

that the neurasthenic or “nervous” woman’s symptoms could be repaired by monitoring 

the patient, isolated within her own home or another private dwelling. The therapy 

elevated the home interior from the domain of everyday concerns to a medicalised plane 

of observation, examination, diagnostics and curative intervention. The process signalled 

a change in the disciplinary authority and positions of expertise that guided self-

understanding through the home. Corresponding to this change was an evolution of the 

inhabitant’s domestic conduct from one which was framed by Christian faith to a secular 

one structured through medical science. Women’s new morality, according to Mitchell, 

constrained them to fulfil their duty to the family as prescribed by Christian teaching. 

However, women’s new sensibility was not necessarily inspired by their reverence for 
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God. Rather, Mitchell cultivated in his patients a moral obligation to be healthy, and 

therefore capable of fulfilling their domestic role. 

Mitchell viewed neurasthenia as a ‘soul’ disease, whereby prolonged periods of stress 

in a woman’s life left her with both physical and emotional symptoms. These symptoms 

had an adverse effect on the home’s other inhabitants, and the everyday running of the 

household. An advocate of Mitchell’s, obstetrician William Playfair wrote: 

Another group of symptoms which soon show themselves under such 

conditions [of stress] are those of a moral character, the patient becoming 

emotional and hysterical, constantly craving for sympathy, which she often 

obtains to a degree most prejudicial to her welfare, until at last the whole 

household becomes victimised by the morbid selfishness thus developed.1 

Mitchell conceived that the acquisition of a certain kind of mindset in response to 

symptoms could contribute to patient wellness. He understood that the patient’s ability to 

exercise self-control by “consciously acting, thinking and willing” allowed the subject to 

reconnect with bodily health.2 His ethical outlook on wellness is key to understanding 

the interdependent relationship between the disease’s physical and psychical aspects. 

Mitchell’s interest to restore nervous women to productive life at home involved 

encouraging women to be attentive to others, flexible, and self-interested—contributing 

to what Monica Greco calls the “duty to be well.”3 

In her article, “Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’: Personal Agency 

within Medical Rationality,” (1993), Greco extends Foucault’s theory of subject-

formation and self by looking at a moral view of disease established by treating the 

psychosomatic subject. The psychosomatic framework assumes that an individual’s 

mental state and personal comportment influence the individual’s bodily health and 

ability to function in daily life, and vice versa.4 The framework corresponds to Mitchell’s 

                                                                 
1 W. S. Playfair, Notes on the Systematic Treatment of Nerve Prostration and Hysteria Connected with 
Uterine Disease. Reprinted from the 'Lancet' (London J.E. Adlard, 1881), 5. 
2 Medical practitioner George Moore described the workings of the conscience in these terms; George 
Moore, The Power of the Soul over the Body, Considered in Relation to Health and Morals. (New York: 
Harper and Borthers, 1859), 7. 
3 Refer title Monica Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’. Personal Agency within 
Medical Rationality," Economy and Society 22, no. 3 (1993). 
4 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’," 359. Psychosomatic medicine recognises the 
relationship between mind, body and health. It broadly encompasses the idea that the mind can affect a 
physical response, like sadness and tears, embarrassment and blushing, or anxiety and nausea. Refer to 
Lipowski for his commentary on the “Dictionary meaning of Psychosomatic” in terms of its ambiguity, 
limitations and philosophical pretexts; Z J Lipowski, "What Does the Word "Psychosomatic" Really Mean? 
A Historical and Semantic Inquiry," Psychosomatic Medicine 46, no. 2 (1984): 154. 
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concern to remedy the nervous woman’s dissipated character, which undermined her 

conventional role in domestic life. 

Importantly, the obligation ‘to be well,’ according to Mitchell, is the result of 

pastoral power’s translation into a secular domain. Where the soul’s salvation was once 

directed solely through the Church, the ‘care of souls’ was now operative through other 

institutions like medicine and the family.5 The change affected the inhabitants’ mode of 

thought, conduct, and feeling of responsibility in relation to the home and family. 

Greco’s theory helps to explain how women’s domestic morality, as prescribed by the 

Church, was accompanied by the holistic concern for mental and bodily health in 

Victorian society. 

Prior to the widespread acceptance of the psychosomatic framework, which was 

realised over the course of the twentieth century, diseases were evaluated through a 

branch of medicine called etiology. Ian Hacking cites this medical discourse and causal 

framework to describe the emergence of memory as a human attribute in the nineteenth 

century. In his book Rewriting the Soul (1995), Hacking defines etiology as “that branch 

of medicine which deals with the causes and origins of disease.” He explains that 

“Causation matters to the practitioner because the most effective treatment of the disease 

usually relies on a knowledge of its causes.”6 Mitchell focuses on neurasthenia as the 

object of etiology when he explains that the disease is “to be met, not by mere 

symptomatic therapeutics, but by a full and clear comprehension of underlying causes, 

and by such treatment of these, whether they be moral or physical, as shall destroy the 

soil in which hysteric phenomena flourish.”7 The woman’s character and home were 

domains of potential risk of neurathenesia. Mitchell writes, “A careful study of the 

girl's character, of her home surroundings, of the incidents of social life, which come 

with the development of possible passion, will be the best guide to treatment, and with 

the obvious indications given us by distinct physical ailments, local or general, constitute 

our chief resources.”8 

Mitchell’s writing on the etiological rationalisation of neurasthenia provides the 

framework by which to determine how the disease’s formulation enabled the domestic 

interior to be conceived as the source of illness, a principle platform for diagnosis, and 

                                                                 
5 Foucault, "Afterword the Subject and Power," 215. 
6 Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, 81.  
7 Mitchell, Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System, 219. 
8 Mitchell, Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System, 217-218. 
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the basis of cure. Mitchell’s rest cure—the art of diagnosing and remedying the home’s 

moral atmosphere by examination of the neurasthenic patient—involves the domestic 

interior in what would eventually become a psychosomatic understanding of disease. 

As Mitchell was American, ostensibly his treatise was intended for American 

audiences. A follower of Mitchell’s, obstetrician William Playfair, successfully 

implemented the treatment in London five years later.9 Playfair’s work contributed to the 

common Anglo-American perspective on female hysteria, which reinforced the curative 

role of seclusion in the care of the self, and other strategies aimed at returning nervous 

women to their ordinary lives. Mitchell’s book Fat and Blood ran through eight editions, 

and was translated into four languages by the time of his death in 1914.10 The book’s 

international distribution and the therapy’s relative longevity is a testament to the 

treatment’s pervasive impact on thinking about women’s domestic role and temperament 

in the Western world.11 

A crucial aspect of the rest cure’s common appearance in the nineteenth century was 

the feminising of the insane figure, and furthermore, her acceptable appearance in the 

home. The image of the pitiable neurasthene waning in the parlour is a far cry from the 

agitated mad woman who was loathed, feared and removed from the home’s ordinary 

living spaces. These two archetypes are representative of the significantly transformed 

relation of insanity to the domestic interior that occurred over the course of the 

nineteenth century. Much of my understanding of this transformation builds on Elaine 

Showalter’s book, The Female Malady (1985). Taking a broad view of developments 

between 1830-1980, the book offers a cultural history of the representation of women 

and madness in fictional literature. The book describes the changing perception of the 

mad (wo)man and her corresponding domestication in English culture in the nineteenth 

                                                                 
9 Playfair extended the rest cure to obstetrics. However, he wrote of the rest cure in The Lancet:  

“…I have no original contribution to medical science to make; I have simply followed Dr Mitchell’s 
directions, but with results so astonishing and satisfactory to myself, in cases which were quite heart-
breaking from their obstinate resistance to all ordinary management”; W. S. Playfair, "Notes on the 
Systematic Treatment of Nerve Prostration and Hysteria Connected with Uterine Disease," The Lancet 
117, no. 3013 (1881): 857.  

10 Refer to the introduction of the eighth edition of Fat and Blood for Mitchell’s discussion of the 
treatment’s application in America, England, France and Germany. S. Weir Mitchell, Fat and Blood: An 
Essay on the Treatment of Certain Forms of Neurasthenia and Hysteria, Eighth Edition ed. (Philadelphia: 
J.B Lippincott Comapany, 1911), 10.  
11 The rest cure was implemented well into the 1920s in modified form. Bed rest, a derivative of the rest 
cure, continues to form a treatment for women experiencing problematic pregnancies.  

“Mitchell’s prestige, influence and persuasiveness were such that his rest cure for the treatment of 
neuroses influenced American medicine for nearly fifty years”; Karl Menninger, "The Abuse of Rest in 
Psychiatry," Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic 9, no. 5 (1945): 162.  
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and twentieth centuries.12 Understanding of a transformed character type motivates her 

evaluation of the mad woman’s passage from attic to asylum to parlour within the short 

space of two decades, as different settings for care. 

My analysis differs from Showalter’s because I undertake a close reading of 

Mitchell’s writings on the rest cure to show how the interior became a medical platform 

for women’s understanding of themselves. I address women’s oppression by describing 

their subjection to Christian patriarchy through medical discourse involving the interior. 

As this is a Foucauldian study of subjectivity, I also describe how women subverted their 

subordinate role in repudiation of hegemonic relations of power. By finding ways to 

manipulate doctors and other family members involved in the cure, some devious 

patients defied the normative rules of gender to inhabit the home as they pleased. 

The chapter begins by explaining why Mitchell tailored the rest cure to women. I 

describe the dual appearance of neurasthenia as a disease for genuine sufferers, but also 

for ‘false’ patients, who appealed to ideals of Victorian femininity and dramatised 

symptoms to attract sympathy. The second section explains Mitchell’s seclusion 

technique, which sought to reform the ‘morbid’ atmosphere of domestic rooms and 

personal dispositions by confining women to an ‘other’ space. This involves the idea that 

patient care, which formed a part of a recuperative environment—the sick room—

supports a disposition to self-indulgence and the course of the disease. The third section 

shows how Mitchell’s use of suggestion was modelled on clerical practices of guidance 

and confession. Unlike the priest, the doctor assumed a kind of bedside intimacy, akin to 

Freud’s couch. I explain how seclusion, suggestion, and the morality of the arrangement 

encouraged the patient to make ethical choices more skilfully and thereby become a 

better, more productive inhabitant. Finally, I address Mitchell’s concern to change 

domestic culture by raising resilient women from childhood according to his medical 

criteria. 

A Gendered Cure 

It is notable that the new patient described in Mitchell’s medical literature is mostly 

female, especially since neurasthenia, nervous exhaustion or ‘American Nervousness’ 

was also a male disease. Anxieties stemming from modern civilisation and industrial 

progress contributed to ideals of masculinity, making nervous exhaustion a recognised 

                                                                 
12 Showalter writes,  

“In the course of the century, the appealing madwoman gradually replaced the repulsive madman, 
both as the prototype of the confined lunatic and as a cultural icon”; Showalter, The Female Malady 7. 
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male affliction.13 Similarly, Mitchell, who admitted to suffering from the disease 

himself, observed the prevalence of nervousness among soldiers returning from the US 

Civil War. On the prevalence of nervous exhaustion in male patients, he writes: “Nor is 

this less true of men, and I have many a time seen soldiers who had ridden boldly with 

Sheridan or fought gallantly with Grant become, under the influence of painful nerve-

wounds, as irritable and hysterically emotional as the veriest girl.” 14 

Despite the disease’s affliction upon both men and women, secluded bed rest at 

home as a curative measure was a treatment reserved for women. For Mitchell, “The 

grave significance of sexual difference controls the whole question.”15 Mitchell claims 

that women “for some reason . . . take more kindly to rest than do men, and will stay in 

bed, when once there, as long as you wish, and longer sometimes.”16 Stressed and 

overworked men, by contrast, were encouraged to go outdoors, an idea Mitchell 

elaborated in his essay, “Camp Cure” (1877).17 Mitchell had advocated the psychological 

benefits of outdoor life for men some years earlier, writing in 1871 that 

With the doctor, as with the lawyer, a long intellectual education, a 

slowly-increasing strain, and responsibilities of gradual growth tend, with 

his outdoor life, to save him from the form of disease I have been 

alluding to. This element of open-air life, I suspect, has a large share in 

protecting men who in many respects lead a most unhealthy existence. 

The doctor, who is supposed to get a large share of exercise, in reality 

gets very little after he grows too busy to walk, and has then only the 

incidental exposure to out-of-door air. When this is associated with a fair 

share of physical exertion, it is an immense safeguard against the ills of 

anxiety and too much brain-work. I presume that very few of our generals 

could have gone through with their terrible task if it had not been that 

they lived in the open air and exercised freely.18 

                                                                 
13 Showalter writes,  

“In the United States, neurasthenia was seen as an acceptable and even impressive illness for men, 
ideally suited to a capitalistic society and to the identification of masculinity with money and 
property.” Showalter, The Female Malady 135. See also Tom Lutz, American Nervousness, 1903: An 
Anecdotal History (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1991). 

14 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 28.  
15 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 13. 
16 S. Weir Mitchell, Rest in the Treatment of Nervous Disease vol. Volume I. No. IV., A Series of American 
Clinical Lectures (New York: G. P. Putnam's Son, 1875), 84. 
17 S. Weir Mitchell, Nurse and Patient and Camp Cure (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1877), 39-73. 
18 S. Weir Mitchell, Wear and Tear (Philadelphia J.B. Lippincott & Co. , 1871), 50. Almost two decades 
passed before Mitchell was “…led to regret that I did not see when it [Camp Cure] was written that what I 
therein urged as desirable for men was not also in a measure attainable by many women”; Mitchell, 
Doctor and Patient, 155. 
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Mitchell’s concern to remedy ‘nervous women’ was driven by the thought that they 

were lacking a certain temperament that was appropriate to domestic life. The ideal 

woman was adept at controlling impulses, and was composed, reliable and even-

tempered. A ‘healthy’ woman’s ability to moderate emotions—and thereby control 

herself—yielded a resilience that enabled her to cope with life’s challenges. The nervous 

woman, by contrast, was inept in self-control. Threats to a woman’s emotional stability 

that could result in a nervous disposition included changed personal circumstances, a 

shock, or an unexpected burden. Mitchell explains: 

I have seen a strong woman made exquisitely nervous owing to the fall of 

a wall which did her no material damage. Earthquakes cause many such 

cases, and bad ones, as we have had of late sad occasion to know. The 

sudden news of calamity, as of a death or financial disaster, has in my 

experience made vigorous people nervous for months.19 

A healthy woman’s adaptability to stressful situations allowed her to continue with 

her daily life and routine. By contrast, nervous women were ineffectual, disruptive and 

frequently emotionally abusive. Typically, a woman becomes 

doubtful and fearful, where formerly she was ready-minded and 

courageous. Once decisive, she is now in-decisive. When well, 

unemotional, she is now too readily disturbed by a sad tale or a startling 

newspaper-paragraph. A telegram alarms her; even an unopened letter 

makes her hesitate and conjure up dreams of disaster. Very likely she is 

irritable and recognizes the unreasonableness of her temper.20 

In light of her flaws, the nervous woman was both repulsive and attractive. On the 

one hand, she actively undermined the bounds of her domestic role and responsibilities 

by indulging in her infirmity. On the other, her frailty appealed to Victorian ideals of 

femininity, and some patients used their charms to unscrupulous effect by manipulating 

doctors and carers. 

Mitchell’s evolving thoughts on his treatment of neurasthenia are consolidated in his 

treatise Fat and Blood and How to Make Them (1877). The book provides instruction to 

other medical practitioners about how to best manage nervous women, and describes 

several case studies where the women undergoing treatment were successfully restored 

to health. The book’s title, Fat and Blood, emphasises the two vehicles of the patient’s 

                                                                 
19 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 121. 
20 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 118. 
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principle physiological symptoms, namely, weight loss and anaemia. These physical 

markers were thought to be symptoms of the disease’s mental aspects. As a response to 

neurasthenia’s binary yet mutually informative sets of symptoms, Mitchell advocated a 

multifaceted approach to treatment. 

“The treatment I am about to describe consists in, certain forms of diet, rest in bed, 

massage (or manipulation), and electricity; and I desire to insist anew on the fact that it is 

the use of these means together that is wanted.”21 Mitchell fed his patients large quantities 

of food throughout the day, where necessary by force. He explained that “the gain of fat up 

to a certain point seems to go hand in hand with a rise in all other essentials of health.”22 

Through the patient’s period of inaction, massage and electrotherapy stimulated circulation 

and sedentary muscles, to prevent atrophy and bed sores. 

Once the patient’s physical health began to show signs of improvement, Mitchell 

would address her psychological ills. In the treatment of neurasthenia’s mental aspects, 

enforced rest was accompanied by the patient’s isolation in the sick room. The objective 

was to restore the patient’s skilful control over her emotions and behaviour by 

controlling the variety and intensity of external stimuli. “The moral uses of enforced rest 

are readily estimated,” Mitchell writes. “The result is always at first, whatever it may be 

afterwards, a sense of relief, and a remarkable and often a quite abrupt disappearance of 

many of the nervous symptoms with which we are all of us only too sadly familiar.”23 

Seclusion was supplemented by Mitchell’s use of ‘suggestion,’ which was a bedside 

conversational therapy. Mitchell explained that “It is nearly always better to put off 

advice and long and helpful talks until the physical health is improving, for then we have 

hope with us, and because with return of bodily vigor there is always an increasing 

power of self-control over emotion.”24 Combined, the techniques were thought to exert  

moral influence on the patient.25 

Mitchell’s use of domestic seclusion as cure was limited to women. This is a 

significant point. I am concerned with how a certain feminine temperament and 

domesticated state became accepted ‘givens’ and so, part of the physio-psychological 

                                                                 
21 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 32-33. 
22 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 11. To conserve energy and thereby maximise weight gain, patients were 
required to lie in bed for an extended period, somewhere between six weeks and two months. Teeth 
brushing was the only task that a patient was permitted to undertake independently for at least the first 
four or five weeks. Mitchell, Fat and Blood 41. 
23 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 43. 
24 Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2036. 
25 Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2035. 
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datum on which medical diagnoses of disease (like neurasthenia) depended. The 

rationalisation can be explained, in part, by considering the forms of self-care involving 

the interior and femininity described in the previous chapters; forms which have 

represented, emotionally supported, and reformed women and domestic space. For 

example, the chastity which was required of the evangelical Christian drawing room was 

a quality more relevant to women than men. Women could redeem their fundamentally 

depraved souls by finding balance in the home through the drawing room’s interior 

décor, by behaving modestly, and by efficiently enacting household routines. Women 

who failed to appropriately moderate themselves through the interior (like Lady 

Clavering and her opulent drawing room) were sinners. Then, the Spirited Interior’s 

consolatory and therefore restorative aspect depended on its mediumistic quality, which 

was produced through understandings of nineteenth-century femininity. At the same 

time, certain kinds of irrational conduct—including séances and communications with 

the spirits of the dead— resulted in madness, insanity, or hysteria, to which “weak 

minded” women were particularly prone.26 Irrational behaviours were excluded from the 

drawing room (as Bertha Mason was), reinforcing the point that the home was a 

particular type of space for particular types of people. Raised among these disparate 

scenarios is the critical question of (dis)continuity; that is, how these other 

understandings may have opened a space to the interior’s evaluation as a binary platform 

for diagnoses as well as a medically curative environment for women. 

Importantly, the chapters have thus far revealed how the notion of Christian care 

became less doctrinally-grounded and more open to ‘discoveries’ (or discourses) coming 

from science and popular belief. Drawn into question is the interior’s adaptive role in 

relations of power knowledge, and in the production of feminine subjectivity; or, how 

the changed understandings of the soul, spirit or psyche have been related to the 

domestic interior. The (dis)continuities of power knowledge trace an evolution of the 

female inhabitant’s self-understanding through the interior, from a domestic morality 

which was framed by Christian faith, to one which was framed by empirical science. 

With these caveats in mind, the remainder of the chapter explores how Mitchell 

deployed the home interior to appraise the moral and physical status of women, gain 

control over the feminine self, and restore the neurasthenic woman to her normal, 

‘productive’ life. 
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160 

The Symptomatic Soul: The Theatre of Neurasthenia 

Mitchell characterises the neurasthenic woman as an individual whose inability to 

cope with stress diminishes her ability to control her motivational impulses and self-

reserve. Her disability leads to emotional recklessness, which leaves her “good for 

nothing.”27 “Everything wearies her,—to sew, to write, to read, to walk,—and by and by 

the sofa or the bed is her only comfort.”28 Mitchell attributed the cause of her condition 

to a “moral wound for which we are not prepared” or some “prolonged strain of mind 

and body, or of both.”29 The experience of hardship leaves her unarmed to cope with life: 

Her daily tasks distress her sorely. She can no longer sit still and sew or 

read. Conversation no longer interests, or it even troubles her. Noises, 

especially sudden noises, startle her, and the cries and laughter of 

children have become distresses of which she is ashamed, and of which 

she complains or not, as her nature is weak or enduring . . . The telegram 

or any cause of emotion sets her to shaking. She cries for no cause; the 

least alarm makes her hand shake, and even her writing, if she should 

chance to become the subject of observation when at the desk, betrays her 

state of tremor.30 

The patient’s lack of resilience to stress has a particular impact on her responsibility 

for the family, since she fails to consider the needs of others. She becomes “forgetful of 

self and of what everyone needs in the way of air and food and change.”31 Selfishness 

was one of many symptoms of the neurasthenic’s character: 

If such a person is emotional she does not fail to become more so, and even 

the firmest women lose self-control at last under incessant feebleness . . . 

The moral degradation which such cases undergo is pitiable . . . The result 

is to cultivate self-love and selfishness and to take away by slow degrees 

the healthy mastery which every human being should retain over her own 

emotions and wants.32 

Mitchell explains that it is the “moral aspects of life which will trouble her most.” 33 

“Her sense of moral proportion becomes impaired. Trifles grows large to her; the 

                                                                 
27 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 119.  
28 Mitchell, Fat and Blood, 27. 
29Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 120, 122. 
30 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 118,119. 
31 Mitchell, Fat and Blood, 27. 
32 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 28-29. 
33 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 128. 
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grasshopper is a burden.”34 The patient’s weakened ability to master her emotions is 

cause and symptom of her deterioration. 

Tears are, for the nervous woman, the seed of trouble. Let her resolutely 

shun this commencement of disaster . . . Above all, let such a woman 

avoid all forms of emotion. Her former standards of resistance apply no 

longer, and what once did not disturb will now shake her to the center.35 

In its most acute form, the neurasthenic’s lack of restraint leads to what appear to be 

hysterical symptoms.36 

If she is at the worst she becomes a ready victim of hysteria. The 

emotions so easily called into activity give rise to tears. Too weak for 

wholesome restraint she yields. The little convulsive act we call crying 

brings uncontrollable, or what seems to her to be uncontrollable, 

twitching of the face. The jaw and hands get rigid, and she has a 

hysterical convulsion, and is on the way to worse perils. The intelligent 

despotism of self-control is at an end, and every new attack upon its 

normal prerogatives leaves her less and less able to resist.37 

Importantly, when Mitchell writes, “what seems to her,” he suggests a falsity of 

symptoms, as though some patients were purposefully complying with expectations of 

how an uncontrolled woman should appear.38 The patient’s preconception of 

hysteria’s behavioural lexis raises the question of neurasthenia’s demonstrative and 

‘theatrical’ elements. 

Interestingly, a collection of photographs depicting female hysteria was published in 

Paris in 1876, during the period in which neurasthenia was much discussed. An 

acquaintance of Mitchell’s, neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot, and his students at the 

Pitié-Salpêtrière teaching hospital in Paris, had been conducting experiments in sexuality 

                                                                 
34 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 118-119. 
35 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 130. “The cares which once were easily shaken off stick to her like burrs, 
and she carries them to bed with her”; Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 128-129. 
36 On the characteristic difference between the hysterical and neurasthenic women, American historian, 
Barbara Sicherman, explains,  

“The typical hysteric manifested bizarre symptoms – convulsive fits, trances, choking, tearing the hair 
and rapid fluctuations of mood. Where languor characterised the neurasthenic ”; Barbara Sicherman, 
"The Uses of a Diagnosis: Doctors, Patients, and Neurasthenia," Journal of the History of Medicine and 
Allied Sciences 32, no. 1 (1977): 41. 

37 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 119-120. Sicherman, "The Uses of a Diagnosis: Doctors, Patients, and 
Neurasthenia," 41. 
38 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 120.  
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that encouraged certain performative behaviours from patients.39 Women were required 

to inhale “ether or amyl nitrate” which would relax them into a “carefully staged . . . 

theatre of ritual crises,” as Foucault described their frequently erotic gesturing.40 Charcot 

became preoccupied with photographing hysterical women and these other activities.41 A 

selection of images was widely published as Iconographie Photographique de la 

Salpêtrière (1876).42 Historian Georges Didi-Huberman explains that the photographs 

captured “poses, attacks, cries, ‘attitudes passionnelles,’ ‘crucifixtions,’ ‘ecstasy,’ and all 

the postures of delirium.”43 The reproduction of the photographs popularised them. 

Gestures in Charcot’s photographs were imitated and enacted in Parisian theatres, as well 

as in daily life.44 Charcot’s depictions of hysteria provided a likely model for the false 

neurasthenic’s choreographed performance of the disease. 

If the false neurasthenic was performing, then the domestic interior was her stage. 

‘Performing’ hysteric symptoms masked patients’ actual symptoms, which made a clear 

diagnosis and treatment plan difficult.45 The neurasthenic’s dramatic gestures draws to 

mind Beatriz Colomina’s observations of the relationship between sexuality and 

theatricality in domestic space, in her discussion of Adolf Loos’s houses.46 Colomina 

discusses the gaze of the visitor, who adopts a voyeuristic role in the Josephine Baker 

House.47 Likewise, the false neurasthenic becomes an object of the male gaze, or currency 

in “the subtle economy of male desire,” as Corbin describes the doctor’s motivations for 

Charcot’s theatre of hysteria.48 Unlike Charcot’s theatre, which indulges the male’s virility, 

                                                                 
39 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1, 55,56; Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault 
Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, Second ed. (USA: The University of Chicago Press, 1983), 
121,122; Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of the 
SalpêTrièRe, trans. Alisa Hartz (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003). 
40 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1, 55. See also Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Foucault Beyond 
Structuralism and Hermeneutics, 121. 
41 Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, 5. Georges Didi-Huberman’s book, Invention of Hysteria, 1982, describes 
how hysteric symptoms were formed through photography. Only women were photographed between 
1875 and 1880. Invention of Hysteria, 80. 
42 Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria, xi. See P. Bourneville et Regnard, Iconographie Photographique 
De La Salpêtrière:  Service De M. Charcot (Paris: Progrès Médical, 1878). 
43 Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria, xi [emphasis in original]. For “attitudes passionnelles,” see plates 
xviii-xxiv of Bourneville et Regnard, Iconographie Photographique De La Salpêtrière:  Service De M. 
Charcot. 
44 Corbin, "Cries and Whispers," 630,631. 
45 On the prevalence of neurasthenic symptoms being mistaken for hysterical symptoms, see Mitchell, 
Rest in the Treatment of Nervous Disease Volume I. No. IV., 94. A.S. Myrtle, "'On a Common Form of 
Impaired Vitality'," The Medical Press and Circular 17, no. May 6 (1874): 375. 
46 Beatriz Colomina, "The Split Wall: Domestic Voyeurism," in Sexuality and Space, ed. Beatriz Colomina 
(New York: Princton Architectural Press, 1992). 
47 Beatriz Colomina, ed. Sexuality and Space (New York: Princton Architectural Press, 1992), 88. 
48 Corbin, "Cries and Whispers," 631. 
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however, the neurasthenic’s overstated sexuality was not a “tactic” of male manipulation.49 

Rather, the patient’s ability to delude the doctor and emotionally engage others in 

household drama was seen as a perverse manifestation of her agency. ‘Unmasking’ these 

patients by curing them stripped them of their power to manipulate others. 

A neurasthenic’s tendency to play what Mitchell described as the “cherished” sick 

role led to his scepticism about a patient’s actual condition.50 “And here lies the trouble: 

there are women who mimic fatigue, who indulge themselves in rest on the least pretence, 

who have no symptoms so truly honest that we need care to regard them.”51 The 

propensity to falsify character by manipulating carers, fabricating claims and revelling in a 

sick role undermined the legitimate status of all neurasthenics. The prospect was especially 

damaging to genuine sufferers whose sincerity was queried by doctors; while the 

‘performers’ sank deeper into what came to be determined as self-indulgence. 

Describing “all the bodily and mental features so common to emotional gushing 

females,” one of Mitchell’s British contemporaries, A S Myrtle, wrote in The Medical 

Press and Circular:52 

Among the mental peculiarities we find in women we find over-

sensitiveness, self-conceit, love of sympathy, loss of mental equipoise, 

and general feebleness of will, fickleness of temper, a state of unrest and 

unreasonableness, a proneness to exaggerate symptoms, given to untruth, 

in fact the sense of moral obligation is so generally defective as to render 

it difficult to determine whether the patient is mad or simply bad.53 

The widespread perception of the neurasthenic woman’s deceptiveness was 

parodied in works like Augustus Hoppin’s A Fashionable Sufferer; Or, Chapters from 

life's Comedy, (1883). Fittingly, the book’s narrative structure suggests life’s 

dramaturgical quality is divided into two “acts” rather than parts, and lists “persons 

introduced” in the opening pages, much like the characters in a play.54 Hoppin explains 

                                                                 
49 Corbin, "Cries and Whispers," 631. 
50 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 35. See also Mitchell’s lecture “Mimicry of Disease,” in Mitchell, Lectures on 
Diseases of the Nervous System, 75-88. 
51 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 38. 
52 Myrtle, "'On a Common Form of Impaired Vitality'," 375. 
53 Myrtle, "'On a Common Form of Impaired Vitality'," 375.  
54 Augustus Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer; or, Chapters from Life's Comedy (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin 
and Company, 1883), 10. 
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that the book is “confined to a few scenes in every-day life” and provides “glimpses of 

life and character through the ideal lens of experience.”55 

Hoppin’s leading protagonist is “‘The Beautiful N. E.’, a nervous exhaustionist and 

modern invalid.”56 The first two chapters focus on her ‘illness’ and her ‘sickroom;’ the 

two are conjoined, and titled “A New Species of Luxurious Invalidism,” and a “Scene 

Within The Salon of an N.E.”57 Hoppin’s characterisation of the “Beautiful N. E.” 

appears to directly lampoon Mitchell’s “full sketch” of his typical patient.58 See Figure 

5.1. 

 

Figure 5.1 Hoppin, Augustus, A Fashionable Sufferer; 

Or, Chapters from Life's Comedy.  

(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1883), 18 

Hoppin writes, 

Whatever be the truth, it is certain that the disease under discussion is a 

deceitful complaint. It generally attacks the handsomest and the richest of 

the sex, and seldom leaves them until all their friends die of it, for they 

themselves never do. It does not affect any particular vital organ, but flies 

about among them all, giving a little twist and pull to each, seriatim. First 

comes a sharp, wee quirk in the head, then a horrid neuralgic tweak in the 

                                                                 
55 Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 8-9. 
56Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 10. 
57 In another reference to the “Beautiful N.E’s” sick room, the third chapter is titled “Another Scene 
Within the Same Vale of Misery.” Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 11. 
58 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 27. 
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“small” of the back; and then again “jangles” up and down the spine with 

agonizing force. But it somehow eases away again when the men of the 

family have gotten comfortably away to the “office,” and a fresh log has 

been lighted on the tiled hearth, and the little chintz-lounge has been 

wheeled up close to the tall, bright andirons.59 

Calling on the ideal and material culture of wealth and refined femininity, Hoppin 

satirised nervous exhaustion as a disease of the wealthy.60 He compared the “Beautiful 

N.E’s” delicacy and desirability to fine china, explaining that nervous exhausionists, as 

Hoppin termed them, were often “very pretty, and have something about them so 

delightfully fragile, like Sèvres or Dresden ware, that one is always desiring to touch 

them, but is always afraid to do so.”61 The example localised the neurasthenic among the 

Victorian parlour’s decorative objects, which signified the inhabitants’ civility, wealth, 

and social status. Analogising neurasthenia to the parlour’s material culture reinforced 

the disease as a middle-class, feminine affliction. The parallel was accompanied by a 

sentiment of superfluity, as the ‘Beautiful N.E.’ idled around ‘recovering.’ 

To be a "Nervous Exhaustionist"—which is about the same thing 

nowadays as saying that one is rich and fashionable is getting to be rather 

an envied and enviable lot in life. Of all the lovely and becoming diseases 

this is the most accommodating, for it permits its victims to sit for three 

hours on the hardest seats to hear "Patience," or witness a ball-match, 

while it forbids them, for fear of a relapse, either to take a needle in their 

jeweled hands, or tie a ribbon of one of their children’s bonnets. A single 

consideration only prevents us from saying that one good honest woman 

in the house who says what she means, and means what she says, is worth 

a bag full of this other kind.62 

For the fashionable sufferer, a diagnosis of neurasthenia was a medical reprieve 

from incompetence and languid dwelling. The irony was that such a woman had few 

                                                                 
59 Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 13. 
60 Physician A S Myrtle similarly explained the neurasthenic’s middle class status and social appeal:  

“The subjects of this impaired state of vitality have, as far as my experience goes, been invariably 
females, for the most part of good position in society, possessing an average amount of physical 
strength, and presenting neither mental nor moral peculiarities, hereditary or acquired; in fact they 
were just the kind of woman one likes to meet with –sensible, not over sensitive or emotional”; 
Myrtle, "'On a Common Form of Impaired Vitality'," 375. Refer Elaine Showalter’s account of the 
desirable nature of neurasthenia in Showalter, The Female Malady 134-135. 

61 Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 15-16. 
62 Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 16.  

“They are fascinating to a degree that is surprising, in view of their weak backs, and so languidly 
lovable that it gets to be a privilege at last to pay their doctor’s bills, and be scolded by their soft, 
sweet voices. One beautiful blonde ‘exhaustionist’ in a family keeps everything and everybody lively.”  
Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 16. 
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domestic tasks of genuine merit to return to. She had staff to cook, launder and clean, 

and she refused to undertake such menial responsibilities as tying a child’s bonnet. 

Chapters from Life’s Comedy was a dramatic exaggeration of the idleness of parlour life. 

It would be unthinkable, even absurd, that the woman sufferer should venture into the 

male realm of politics, enterprise and trade. Hoppin expressed the common perception 

that such privileged, likeable women feigned illness to indulge in cosseted lives. 

It is undeniable that there is a goodly number of charming women in the. 

world,—so many that they may be said to form a class by themselves, 

whose vocation in life, an ill-natured person might say, is to trade upon 

their supposed weaknesses with the rest of the world. Really nervous, 

lacking bodily vigor, and at first requiring both the sympathy and the 

attention of their friends, they end by becoming beautiful tyrants, before 

whom everybody must make obeisance. Taking advantage of their 

chronic exhaustion, they traffic upon their allowed infirmities with 

consummate skill; they have headache[s] every morning regularly. They 

generally lie a-bed until noon; have their breakfasts brought to them as 

they recline with languid grace upon big frilled pillows . . . then make the 

whole house go on tip toe the next morning on account of the “agony” in 

their heads.63 

Hoppin characterised the Beautiful N.E. as a spoiled, manipulative and apathetic 

domestic creature. He connected the false nature of the illness to her well-appointed 

room. Rather than in a genuine sick room, the “beautiful blonde ‘exhaustionist’” 

luxuriated in the comfort of her private salon. 64 

There is a subdued fragrance of rose-buds and lemon-verbena always 

lurking about one of these secluded grottos. “Dear Madeleine” gracefully 

rests on the rich cretonne sofa, in a rose-pink peignoir cut polonaise. Her 

coiffure is of the latest and most charming mode. The color of her hair is 

a softish, childish, goldenish brown, with delicate “exhaustion” 

undulations all over it . . . A flush on the cheek, caused by your too 

sudden entrance, is still visible while the pink, taper fingers dally among 

the leaves of the last romance with exhaustive elegance. Talk about the 

confining effect of sick rooms!65 

While Hoppin aimed to shape lay perceptions of the Beautiful N.E’s character and 

illness as fake, the medical profession was quick to counter any claims that the nervous 
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exhaustion is feigned. Similar to A Fashionable Sufferer, a short story appearing in 

Murray’s Magazine titled Spoilt Lives (1889) undermined the disease’s legitimacy.66 The 

story was promptly rebutted by a concerned practitioner who “earnestly warned 

unskilled persons never to interfere with such cases in any way” and to “lose no time in 

calling the aid of a medical man who has given special study to neurasthenia and who is 

experienced in its treatment.”67 Two decades later, in 1910, Margaret Cleaves published 

The Autobiography of a Neurasthene: As Told by One of Them, which was an appeal of a 

truly mentally ill woman for her affliction to be taken seriously, despite the fact that 

neurasthenia is sometime feigned.68 Writing anonymously and from a male perspective, 

she explains that “This story is written with the definite purpose of removing, if possible, 

the sting and opprobrium which the essential neurasthene bears because of the long 

continued pose of the neurasthene who does not exhaust neuronic energy, but poisons it 

by his way of living.”69 Cleaves’s account was written at a time when the rest cure was 

no longer the sole treatment for neurasthenia. Cleaves comments on Hoppin’s satire: 

The fashionable sufferer or the Beautiful N. E. of Augustus Hoppin, upon 

whom the physician like the housefly is in chronic attendance, is not so 

much in evidence now as when Hoppin wrote his satire on the Nerve 

Exhaustionist. The entire trend of modern life is in favor of outdoor 

sports and athletic exercises which are inimical to the development and 

perpetuation of the neurasthenic condition. It is no longer fashionable to 

lie in the cloistered seclusion of luxurious surroundings with all the 

paraphernalia of interesting invalidism about one. On the contrary, life in 

the open is the mode and flying over the country in motor cars, riding 

across country, perhaps following the hounds in the pursuit of luckless 

Reynard, playing at tennis and golf, boating, swimming do not contribute 

to the neurasthenic state formerly so ultra-fashionable.70 

Cleaves acknowledged the essential role that the bourgeois interior and its luxurious 

contents played in the formulation of the disease as false and “fashionable.”71 She 

viewed the neurasthenic woman as a fixture or accessory of interior space, like the 
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“Sèvres or Dresden ware” that Hoppin described.72 The transformed conditions of 

“modern life” in 1910 did not support neurasthenia’s original domestic appearance and 

formulation.73 Cleaves explains, “The radiant energy of the sun, the fresh air, the rapid 

motion and the varied interests are all against the existence of the neurasthenic 

condition.”74 Despite her argument, the outdated conception of the patient as dubious 

lingered, and made it difficult for Cleaves to be taken seriously as a genuine sufferer. 

This section has explained that neurasthenia was a domestic disorder of the wealthy; 

a disease and character problem, which was easily falsified. I return now to Mitchell, 

who, like Cleaves and Hoppin, recognised that the habitual qualities of the domestic 

interior propagated, fostered, and empowered the neurasthenic subject. The interior, with 

its familiar faces and material culture of possessions, furnishings, and keepsakes, 

amenable for reflection and association, perpetuated the neurasthenic condition. Mitchell 

viewed the customary relations of the home as the basis for an etiological problem in 

need of reform. 

Seclusion: Reforming A Morbid Domestic Atmosphere Through 

‘Different Spaces’ 

If I succeed in first altering the moral atmosphere which has been to the 

patient like the very breathing of evil, and if I can add largely to the 

weight and fill the vessels with red blood, I am usually sure of giving 

relief. If I fail it is because I fail in these very points, or else because I 

have overlooked or undervalued some serious organic tissue-change.75 

Mitchell observed that the neurasthenic’s home surroundings contributed to her 

malaise. However, his concern was not for the apparent absence of physical comfort 

therein, in terms of the home’s furniture, temperature, or ventilation, for example. 

Rather, the problem lay with the home’s inhabitants, their social relations, and the 

tensions that arose among them. At the core of the discontent was the “chronic invalid” 

who was “a slow poison in a household of loving people.”76 These “bed cases,” “the 

broken-down and exhausted women” were “the pests of many households, who 

constitute the despair of physicians, and who furnish those annoying examples of 

                                                                 
72 Hoppin, A Fashionable Sufferer, 15-16. 
73 Cleaves, The Autobiography of a Neurasthene, 17.  
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despotic selfishness, which wreck the constitutions of nurses and devoted relatives, and 

in unconscious or half-conscious self-indulgence destroy the comfort of everyone about 

them.”77 Neurasthenia was a problem concerning the patient’s disposition and her 

identification with her home. 

Importantly, the patient’s carers—the family, nurses, and doctors—introduce 

particular variables into the equation of power and the neurasthenic’s self-formation. The 

family, for example, suffered the tyrannies of their patient through the course of 

obligatory care. However, they were enabling their patient’s self-indulgent behavior and 

thereby contributing to her condition.78 Mitchell believed that the neurasthenic’s self-

indulgent disposition was facilitated by the compassion of carers. He wrote, “The 

presence of others is apt to insure failure of self-control. A word of pity, the touch of 

affection, the face of sympathy, double her danger. When at her worst, let her seek to be 

alone and in silence and solitude to fight her battle.”79 Mitchell’s commentary illustrates 

a longstanding and hybrid consideration of the origins of neurasthenia, which points to 

both environmental and genetic sources of ailment. This involves the idea that patient 

care, which formed a part of a recuperative environment—the sick room—supports a 

disposition to self-indulgence in women and extends the course of the disease. This 

made the atmosphere of care for neurasthenic patient’s a “morbid” or problematic one.80 

In his book Nurse and Patient (1877), Mitchell warns of the perils of “amateur 

nursing and its evils,” namely “fuss . . . a too tender self-devotion”.81 Women carers 

pandered to the patient, and female patients were particularly indulged, more so than 

men, which points to the gendered factors involved in patient care. He writes, 

There is one fatal addition to the weight which tends to destroy women 

who suffer in the way I have described. It is the self-sacrificing love and 

over-careful sympathy of a mother, a sister, or some other devoted 

relative. Nothing is more curious, nothing more sad and pitiful, than these 

partnerships between the sick and selfish and the sound and over-loving. 

By slow but sure degrees the healthy life is absorbed by the sick life, in a 

manner more or less injurious to both, until, sometimes too late for 
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remedy, the growth of the evil is seen by others . . . To cure such a case 

you must morally alter as well as physically amend, and nothing less will 

answer. The first step needful is to break up the companionship, and to 

substitute the firm kindness of a well-trained hired nurse.82 

A woman’s duty to care for her patient was complicated by exposure to the “morbid 

atmosphere of invalid habits.”83 The melancholic consequences of mental illness left the 

carer vulnerable to the same disease. “A hysterical girl is, as Wendell Holmes has said in 

his decisive phrase, a vampire who sucks the blood of the healthy people about her; and I 

may add that pretty surely where there is one hysterical girl there will be soon or late 

[be] two sick women.”84 

To manage the patients, Mitchell recommends seclusion, that is, removing them 

from interactions that compromise the competent exercise of self-control.85 He explains: 

I have here put first the idea of seclusion. That means separation from 

indulgent friends and sympathetic relatives . . . For nervous or hysterical 

people it must be absolute; for merely feeble people, who retain the 

power of self-control, and who are to be put at rest, it admits of every 

degree of liberality . . . Seclusion, of course, has for its objects the cutting 

off of many hurtful influences; but, above all, it means the power of 

separating the invalid from some willing slave, another or a sister, whose 

serfdom, as usual, degrades and destroys the despot, while it ruins the 

slave.86 

It wasn’t only the patient who would benefit from a change of dwelling. Seclusion 

served a dual purpose by treating the patient while simultaneously containing the spread 

of a ‘contagious,’ morally affective disease. 

                                                                 
82 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 29-31. The choice of nurse was essential.  

“Just as it is desirable to change the home of the patient, her diet, her atmosphere, so also is it well, 
for the mere alterative value of such change, to surround her with strangers and to put aside any 
nurse with whom she may have grown familiar. As I have sometimes succeeded in treating invalids in 
their own homes, so have I occasionally been able to carry through cases nursed by a mother, or 
sister, or friend of exceptional firmness; but to attempt this is to be heavily handicapped, and the 
position should never be accepted if it be possible to make other arrangements.” S. Weir Mitchell, Fat 
and Blood and How to Make Them Sixth ed. (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1891), 60.  

83 Playfair, Notes on the Systematic Treatment of Nerve Prostration, 6. Playfair was summarising Mitchell’s 
method when describing the “home sickness” produced by the neurasthenic.  
84 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 35. 
85 On the benefits of seclusion, 

“Just as change of climate is essential to bodily vigor, so change of moral climate is needful for health of 
mind, and the contact with a variety of people becomes of service to those who otherwise run the risk 
which comes of  ‘set gray lives’  and changeless days.” Mitchell, Nurse and Patient and Camp Cure, 28. 

86 Mitchell, Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System, 222-223. 
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I am now speaking chiefly of the large and troublesome class of thin-

blooded emotional women, for whom a state of weak health has become 

a long and almost, I might say, a cherished habit. For them there is often 

no success possible until we have broken up the whole daily drama of the 

sick-room, with its little selfishnesses and its craving for sympathy and 

indulgence. Nor should we hesitate to insist upon this change, for not 

only shall we then act in the true interests of the patient, but we shall also 

confer on those near to her an inestimable benefit.87 

Mitchell’s use of seclusion in a domestic setting other than the patient’s own home 

was original. It diverged from the long-held convention of securing patients in a space 

that was particularly adapted and suited to their care and recovery—a hospital.88 Mitchell 

maintained that domestic surrounds had something more to offer the neurasthenic 

patient’s prospective wellness than an institutional setting could provide.89 While the 

privileged setting for care was emphatically domestic, the most effective path to 

recovery was to relocate the patient to a dwelling other than their home and its familiar 

faces, rooms, furniture objects, which were seen as triggers to self-indulgent routines. 

That way there would be a greater prospect of breaking up “the whole daily drama of the 

sick-room, with its little selfishnesses and its craving for sympathy and indulgence.”90 

It is rare to find any of the class of patients I have described so free from 

the influence of their habitual surroundings as to make it easy to treat 

them in their own homes. It is needful to disentangle them from the 

meshes of old habits and to remove them from the contact with those who 

have been the willing slaves of their caprices. I have often made the effort 

to treat them in their own homes and to isolate them there, but I have 

rarely done so without promising myself that I would not again 

complicate my treatment by any such embarrassments. Once separate the 

patient from the moral and physical surroundings which have become 

part of her life of sickness, and you will have made a change which will 

be in itself beneficial, and will enormously aid in the treatment which is 

to follow. 91 

                                                                 
87 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 35. 
88 “Separation and Seclusion” were terms that conventionally described institutionalisation. For example, 
see Burrows, Commentaries on Insanity, 696. Morison, "Seclusion (Excerpt from Outlines of Mental 
Diseases, Edinburgh: Machlachlan & Stewart, 1824," 79-80. Conolly, The Treatment of the Insane, 149-
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89 Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2034.  
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To be treated in a domestic setting but not the patient’s own home pointed to a need 

to reform the neurasthenic’s personal engagement with her space. Her sick room at home 

formed part of a familiar environment, which supported the neurasthenic woman’s 

selfishness and other moral flaws. Removing her from the recuperative environment, 

which was harming her and the rest of the household, formed part of her treatment. Like 

Mitchell, his colleague, Playfair, recognised the value of removing the patient from the 

family’s well-intentioned influence: “Unless the patient is entirely removed from the 

injudicious sympathy and constant tending of her friends, it will be next to impossible to 

gain that moral influence over her which is really essential to success.”92 

Playfair shared Mitchell’s view that the patient’s isolation in a secluded space 

within a home other than their own, held a protective and curative influence over her 

moral conduct. The doctors manipulated the woman patient’s relation to the interior by 

removing her from the habitual qualities of her surroundings. Relocating the patient to an 

‘other’ domestic interior provided the practitioner with an impartial setting wherein to 

guide the patient’s self-recognition of her moral vulnerabilities and flaws. The other 

space, which was free from personal possessions, familiar furniture, objects, and their 

carers’ indulgences, helped them to break a bond of self-identification with the space. 

Impersonal interactions and professional modes of care obliged the patient to reflect on 

her past behaviours.93 Being without her family’s mollifications and situated in a new 

sick room setting highlighted her flaws: her self-indulgence, her failures and her 

antipathy to her own wellness. Seclusion forced the patient to inhabit an other, 

depersonalised domestic environment in which the proper relations and dynamics of 

patient care were enforced. The point was to morally reform the troubled neurasthenic, 

and the “morbid” impact her illness perpetuated in her home, to return both self and 

space to a ‘healthy’ state.94 

In addition, the other sick room provided a restorative place that protected the 

patient from the harmful influences of well-intentioned carers. Chrysalis-like in its 

function, seclusion provided the patient with the mental and physical space she needed 

for self-reflection, repair, and to morally transform herself. A successful change in 

                                                                 
92 Playfair, Notes on the Systematic Treatment of Nerve Prostration, 6-7. 
93 In this sense, Mitchell conceived of the patient’s sick room in much that same way that Foucault 
conceived of “different spaces” or heterotopias; see Foucault, "Different Spaces." 
94 Playfair, Notes on the Systematic Treatment of Nerve Prostration, 6.  
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herself and her social awareness was evidence of the patient’s personal improvement, 

which facilitated her return to “wholesome life.”95 

By encouraging the patient to understand and transform herself in a specific, austere 

home surrounding, the rest cure engages the domestic interior in a continuous form of 

ascetic practice.96 In a variety of Geoffrey Harpham’s hermitic abstinence, whereby 

individuals withdrew themselves from society, the act of removing the patient from the 

family’s dutiful indulgences resembled a monastic disassociation from “social customs, 

norms and habits,” to attain an emotionally and ethically pure state.97 The practice of 

placing patients in isolated rooms to contemplate their condition and control the 

domestic environment is reminiscent of what Harpham describes as coenobitic 

practices.98 What I will term Mitchell’s ‘Curative Interior,’ in its task of returning the 

woman patient to her domestic life, provided a secular means to ‘salvation.’ 

Importantly, the doctor’s concern for the neurasthenic’s inner self in the diagnosis 

and treatment of neaurasthenia made for a diversion from the more conventional, bodily 

concerns of etiology.99 Through the rest cure, the doctor prioritised the home and its 

social relations as a platform to examine, diagnose and restore the neurasthenic’s 

conscience as part of a domestic whole entailing disposition and space. Once her 

thoughts had been reconditioned and redirected to the healthy life, the patient would 

have the empathy to thoughtfully contemplate social circumstances and adapt her former 

self-destructive way of living. 

All the moral uses of rest and isolation and change of habits are not 

obtained by merely insisting on the physical conditions needed to effect 

these ends. If the physician has the force of character required to secure 

the confidence and respect of his patients he has also much more in his 

power, and should have the tact to seize the proper occasions to direct the 

thoughts of his patients to the lapse from duties to others, and to the 

selfishness which a life of invalidism is apt to bring about. Such moral 

medication belongs to the higher sphere of the doctor's duties, and if he 

                                                                 
95 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 8. 
96 Harpham explains how certain aspects of Christian era asceticism are visible in secular cultures, thereby 
making the cultures comparable. See Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, xi. 
97 Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, 21. 
98 See Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative, 21. 
99 “Very often such were desired, more commonly they were given unsought, as but a part of that duty 
which the physician feels, a duty which is but half fulfilled when we think of the body as our only 
province.” Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 5. 
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means to cure his patient permanently, he cannot afford to neglect 

them.100 

Mitchell evaluates the patient’s moral status at home through an etiological rubric 

ordinary concerned with the causation and cure of bodily diseases. The changed object 

of etiological evaluation allows the doctor to forge access to the administration of the 

patient’s soul. Yet, “governing the soul” by establishing moral norms was a role more 

conventionally held by the priest.101 Mitchell needed a way to medicalise the priest’s 

care and thereby gain a woman’s trust. Importantly, his moral outlook on neurasthenia 

provided a correspondence that enabled his psychical approach to the rest cure to be 

modeled on clerical practices. His stance bridged the transition of the soul’s care from 

Christian faith to medical empiricism, thereby secularising the processes of one’s self 

understanding through the home. The following section elaborates Mitchell’s innovative 

conversational approach to the medicalisation of the priest’s care. 

Suggesting a Better Self in Women’s Intimate Space 

A less acknowledged component of the rest cure supplemented Mitchell’s use of 

seclusion as a therapeutic practice. A technique that Mitchell termed “suggestion” 

addressed the unexamined mental effects of “what you say to the patient as well as what 

you do.”102 The purpose of suggestion was “to make someone realise how certain 

attitudes of mind degrade character.” 103 Suggestion helped the patient to see that 

“Injurious moral and mental habits . . . help to create or keep up disease.”104 Mitchell’s 

suggestions to the patient encouraged her to evaluate her attitude toward sickness, 

wellness and self-improvement in much the same way as a priest might encourage 

introspection. By way of tactful, conversational encouragement, the patient was 

prompted to consider how her behaviour impacted other people in her home.105 

When you sit beside a woman you have saved from mournful years of 

feebleness, and set afoot to taste anew the joy of wholesome life, nothing 

                                                                 
100 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 43. referenced in Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2034-2035. 
101 Rose, Governing the Soul. 
102 Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2035. 
103 Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2036. 
104 Mitchell, "The Treatment by Rest, Seclusion, Etc," 2036. 
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“Childbirth at Home,” in her book  Architecture in the Family Way, Doctors, Houses and Women, 1870-
1900, 103-128. 
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seems easier than with hope at your side, and a chorus of gratitude in the 

woman's soul, to show her how she has failed, and to make clear to her 

how she is to regain and preserve domination over her emotions; nor is it 

then less easy to point out how the moral failures, which were the 

outcome of sickness, may be atoned for in the future, now that she has 

been taught to see their meaning, their evils for herself, and their sad 

influence on the lives of others.”106 

The suggestion component of Mitchell’s therapy was innovative in medical terms, 

because it cast the doctor as character guide. As ‘moral medicine’ was the clergy’s 

customary domain, Mitchell adapted clerical practices—specifically confessional 

practice—to formulate his therapeutic approach. It was not until his later writings that 

Mitchell addressed his role as confessor and moral guide more explicitly, namely in 

Doctor and Patient (1888), and in his published lecture, “The Treatment by Rest, 

Seclusion, etc., in Relation to Psychotherapy,” (1908). In Doctor and Patient, Mitchell 

highlighted the ethical nature of his work by comparing it to the priest’s pastoral care. 

He explained of his guiding role, 

I was tempted when I wrote these essays to call them lay sermons, so 

serious did some of their subjects seem to me. They touch, indeed, on 

matters involving certain of the most difficult problems in human life, 

and involve so much that goes to mar or make character, that no man 

could too gravely approach such a task. Not all, however, of these 

chapters are of this nature, and I have, therefore, contented myself with a 

title which does not so clearly suggest the preacher.107 

In other commentary, Mitchell emphasised the medical basis of his moral therapy. 

He explained, “I am dealing now so entirely with the moral and physical aspects of a 

woman's life, and so distinctly from the medical point of view.”108 Despite the medical 

underpinning of his “lay sermons,” his method was misapprehended and challenged by 

his contemporaries. Mitchell’s response to one critic, Swiss neuropathologist Paul 

Charles Dubois, sought to rectify what he believed was a crudely construed 

interpretation of his method of suggestion. He explained, “Dubois regards rest treatment 

as chiefly an opportunity to psychically confess and influence a congregation of one, 

whom, meanwhile, you must feed in excess.”109 Mitchell, however, recognized the value 

of the priestly character and manner required of the doctor in his new role. On the one 
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hand, Mitchell guided his patients in a sermonic way. On the other, he encouraged 

confession type-conduct from his patients. “From the rack of sickness sad confessions 

come to him, more, indeed, than he may care to hear. To confess is, for mysterious 

reasons, most profoundly human, and in weak and nervous women this tendency is 

sometimes exaggerated to the actual distortion of facts.”110 

Mitchell considered the neurasthenic’s complications to be of a more sinister, 

morally affective kind than the incidental failings that a priest might encounter. 

The priest hears the crime or folly of the hour, but to the physician are 

oftener told the long, sad tales of a whole life, its far-away mistakes, its 

failures, and its faults. None may be quite foreign to his purpose or needs. 

. . . The moral world of the sick-bed explains in a measure some of the 

things that are strange in daily life, and the man who does not know sick 

women does not know women.111 

Mitchell’s final comment suggests that he understood the nature of the neurasthenic 

soul’s susceptibilities, much like an evangelical priest knew man’s depraved soul. His 

knowledge of women who fool doctors, manipulate carers, and lie, was prefaced by the 

common apprehension that the neurasthenic was extremely desirable, according to 

Victorian ideals of femininity. She was the “The Beautiful N.E.,” as Hoppin parodied 

her.112 Mitchell’s suggestion technique, which involved confessional and sermonic 

elements, created a new dynamic between doctor and patient which drew consequences 

for the understanding of women’s intimate space. Recall the carnal subtexts for the 

nineteenth-century viewer of Quarles’s illustration of the soul from Chapter One, where 

“The Soul is sin stricken and sin-sick upon its couch. Christ, as the Physician, sits beside 

the bed, with his healing hand on the aching head of the sorrowful one.”113 Mitchell 

brings this vaguely erotic scene to life through his treatment of the patient. The doctor 

and brazen neurasthenic are alone together in the bedroom, which now doubles as a 

confessional. The doctor undertakes “long and helpful talks” with a patient who is lying 

in bed.114 Mitchell’s method required a kind of bedside intimacy that ‘sexualised’ his 

priestly role as doctor. His approach makes the suggestion component of the rest cure a 

thought-provoking precursor to Sigmund Freud’s couch and sexually oriented 

psychoanalysis. 
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Perhaps because of the newly intimate dimension to the doctor-patient relationship, 

Mitchell observed that the confidence a priest universally received from confessors was 

not so liberally offered to medical practitioners. Yet, gaining the patient’s trust was 

essential to the technique’s success. Mitchell explained that “The hour for absolute trust 

has arrived, and she must now believe in her adviser, or, if she cannot, she must acquire 

one in whom her belief will be entire and unquestioning.”115 In cases where the patient 

failed to trust the doctor, Mitchell suggested recruiting the support of the clergy. “The 

physician who has never sought in such cases the aid of the clergyman must have missed 

some valuable assistance.”116 Apart from patient’s confidence in the doctor, the timing of 

their conversation was similarly crucial to success. Mitchell modelled the most effective 

moments for coordinating doctor-patient interaction with the timing of the priest’s visits 

in moments of crisis. 

It is as useless to be constantly digging up a person's symptoms to see if 

they are better, and still greater folly to preach long sermons of advice to 

such as are under the despotism of ungoverned emotion, or whirled on 

the wayward currents of hysteria. To read the riot act to a mob of 

emotions is valueless, and he who is wise will choose a more wholesome 

hour for his exhortations. Before and after are the preacher's hopeful 

occasions, not the moment when excitement is at its highest, and the self-

control we seek to get help from at its lowest ebb.117 

With this first sense of ease comes the precious chance of the doctor for 

moral medication. He can now point out that, however hard it was with 

failing powers to control emotion and suppress nervousness, it is easy to 

do all this when the physical condition is improving. This doctrine will be 

aided and enforced by the nurse if a good one, and your patient will be 

constantly reminded that she is getting better physically, and is expected 

to accomplish more and more in the way of self-restraint. If she fails you 

praise the effort. If she succeeds you applaud the success. You are her 

whole audience, and this with an hysterical girl gives you great power.118 
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In the same way that patient seclusion entails a transformation of ascetic practice, 

Mitchell’s suggestion therapy provides a clear instance of what Ian Hunter explains as 

being a “process of secularisation of techniques of moral interrogation and 

confession.”119 Hunter summarises Foucault’s argument in the History of Sexuality, 

1978, when he explains that such secular techniques 

are freed from their singular attachment to the church and to church 

ritual, and start to appear in a wide variety of apparatuses and institutions: 

in the keeping of diaries; in the apparatus of self-interrogation and the 

formation of conscience characteristic of puritanism; in the first modern 

forms of biography and autobiography; and in secular practices of 

counselling and interviewing found increasingly in the secular domain, 

and in the educational institutions in particular.120 

Corresponding to Hunter’s observation that education shaped citizens from 

childhood, Mitchell looked to the broader socio-political context of women’s upbringing 

and development in his commentary on the prevention of diseases. 

Medically Formulating Resilient Women at Home 

This section describes how Mitchell produced a medical formula or framework 

designed to reform the patient’s character to better suit her domestic life and 

surroundings. It involved helping nervous women to adopt a new attitude towards life’s 

hardships. His framework extends to the patient’s interpersonal relations with other 

family members, but also to the home as a physical environment of spaces, furniture and 

objects. Mitchell believed that it was possible to constrain women’s attitudes toward the 

home and domestic life along his guiding framework from childhood. In other words, 

mothers could raise resilient women and thereby prevent their collective proneness to 

disease. Mitchell’s proposal made it possible to manage women’s susceptibility to stress 

and in turn self-indulgence in sickness on a wider social scale. 

The first part of Mitchell’s formula for resilient women depended on his idea that a 

patient’s character impacted wellness. This involved a “moral vision” of neurasthenia, 

whereby the patient’s ability to control her actions, thoughts and words was intimately 

connected to bodily health (Greco).121 The mutually dependent relationship informed his 
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179 

therapeutic approach to the interior, which affected both psychological and physical 

aspects of disease. Mitchell based his attitude toward mental health on a very old 

understanding of the soul’s relation to the body. Citing ancient, Socratic ideals in The 

Journal of the American Medical Association, in 1908, Mitchell recalls a verbal 

technique which was intended to cure the soul of its ills. Socrates, cited by Mitchell, 

describes his technique: 

the cure of the soul is brought about by means of certain charms, which 

charms are good words. By these words temperance is begotten in the 

soul; and this once begotten and abiding there, it is easy to supply health 

to the head and the rest of the body.122 

Through suggestion, a verbal technique, Mitchell combined the Socratic method of 

‘charming the soul’ with ecclesiastic practices of sermonic guidance and confession. He 

hoped that reforming the neurasthenic’s moral conduct would restore physical health, as 

judged by her ‘healthy’ looks. In this context, he understood the neurasthenic’s “fat and 

ruddy” appearance as a sign that her ability to exercise self-control and moral choice had 

been restored.123 The connection as proposed seems uncomplicated. Yet, Mitchell’s 

problem is that Socrates writes about the “soul” and the domain of his medical (and 

therefore secular) expertise is the “mind.” In his commentary to Socrates’ passage 

Mitchell writes, “For “soul” we must here, I presume, read “mind” in the larger sense, 

but his general meaning is clear.”124 

Mitchell’s tentative replacement of the soul with the mind is evidence of turning the 

soul into an object of scientific knowledge and science-based control. Mitchell’s caution, 

however, reflects the fact that the soul’s scientisation was a fluid or evolving process at 

the time that Mitchell wrote the article in 1908. The ambiguity surrounding 

classifications of the soul and mind is evidence of this fluidity. In 1908 Mitchell was free 

from the old sentiment that “… the soul is the true object of affection, and that all its 

interests are essentially religious.”125 Six decades earlier, in 1845, a time when the soul 

was still commonly evaluated in religious terms, physician George Moore paved the path 

for the secularisation of the notion of the soul, when he justified his use of the word 
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‘soul’ in the title of his treatise The Power of the Soul Over the Body: Considered in 

Relation to Health and Morals (1859), first published in 1845. Moore writes: 

The term soul has been preferred to stand in the title of this volume, because 

in common discourse it is employed to signify an individual intelligent 

being, which actuates the body, and is popularly supposed to be capable of 

an active existence independent of physical connection. It is meant to 

designate that which is conscious of acting, thinking, and willing. To avoid 

confusion, the words soul, mind, and spirit, will be employed as 

synonymous; because to distinguish their proper shades of meaning would 

require a metaphysical nicety incompatible with the purpose of this work.126 

Moore acknowledges a conceptual resemblance between definitions of the terms 

‘soul’ and ‘mind’ that rendered them interchangeable in popular usage. The ambiguity in 

the use of terms persisted and contributed to Mitchell’s consideration of the 

neurasthenic’s character as a domain appropriate to medical evaluation. While concerns 

of character and moral choice were conventionally under the auspices of the Church, 

religious and medical spheres were bridged when Mitchell cautiously ‘scientised’ the 

soul by replacing it with the ‘mind’. Mind and soul, according to him, share the same 

qualities—the capacities for “consciously acting, thinking and willing.”127 Consequently, 

moral choice was a matter of reason, not only of faith. This reasoning provided Mitchell 

with the ability to govern the neurasthenic’s soul in a “psy shaped space,” or episteme, 

as Nikolas Rose might describe the transition.128 

According to Mitchell, a patient’s character informed prospective health. Mitchell 

develops the idea of a patient’s moral choice influencing wellness in his 

recommendations on the treatment of a condition known as ‘hysterical motor ataxia.’ In 

his case study, the patient was bedridden and unable to move a limb. Mitchell wrote of 

his treatment, “How much you gain by it depends a little on whether your patient is 

clever and wants to get well, or is silly and prefers the role of hysteria; but, after all, the 

whole mode of treatment rests on a study of character, or of character and hysteria, and a 

moral diagnosis is the first step to take.”129 Mitchell’s point is crucial to his moral 
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approach to treatment, because it presupposes that the patient can choose whether or not 

to recover from a hysterical disease. The ‘care of souls’ which had hitherto been directed 

through the church, now entailed a directedness to wellness; hence Greco’s “duty to be 

well.”130 The outcome of the patient’s choice was reflective of their character. A patient 

would be either “silly” or “clever”—immoral or moral—by choosing to be well.131 To 

exercise the right choice had the potential to restore the patient’s physical health and 

with it, her home’s salubrious atmosphere. 

What Mitchell wrote of another patient provides further detail for the idea of 

character and wellness in relation to rest and seclusion as a treatment exclusive to 

women. He writes: “The character of this girl had always been that of a person 

thoughtful of and for herself, and not free from esteem for her own mental powers, so 

that she had been able and also very willing by degrees to rule a meek household with 

that reckless despotism the throne of which is very often the couch of an invalid.”132 

When Mitchell says that “the character of this girl had always been” he implies a 

predisposition, a vulnerability, or a tendency toward disease.133 In Monica Greco’s 

psychosomatic framework, the scenario entails “a personal susceptibility which is 

logically prior to cause.”134 Much like the inherently depraved soul of the Christian, the 

neurasthenic’s moral vulnerability placed the proper dynamic of interpersonal 

relationships—and therefore the home’s smooth running—at risk. 

Mitchell ascribed the root of the female patient’s moral susceptibility to the typical 

upbringing of women. “These are they who spoil their own nervous systems as they 

spoil their children, when they have them, by yielding to the least desire and teaching 

them to dwell on little pains.”135 He believed that the ways in which girls learned to 

adhere to the expectations of their gender—or how they became feminised—left them 

unprepared for stressful or demanding circumstances later in life. 
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133 Mitchell, Lectures on Diseases of the Nervous System, 62. 
134 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’," 359 [emphasis in original]. 
135 Mitchell, Fat and Blood 38; Mitchell, Fat and Blood 38-39.  
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having come on as a result of years of indolence and attention to aches and ailments which should 
never have had given to them more than a passing thought, and which certainly should not have been 
made an excuse for the sofa or the bed.” Mitchell, Fat and Blood 38-39; Mitchell, Fat and Blood 38-39. 
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As a girl grows older, we ask and expect some measure of restraint in 

emotional expression as regards any of the physical or moral troubles 

which call out tears in the child; for the woman who is wise understands 

that unrestrained emotion and outward expressions of pain or distress are 

the beginnings of that loss of self-rule which leads to habitual unrestraint, 

and this to more and more enfeeblement of endurance, and this, again, to 

worse things.136 

The typical education of women posed a risk to domestic health and well-being in a 

way that impacted individuals and the family collectively. In this respect, Mitchell 

lobbied for a change in the way that young girls were raised at home, particularly in the 

way they were taught to confront pain. 

I have often watched with interest a mother beside the girl or boy in 

temporary pain. As a rule, she assumes from the beginning that the hurt 

boy is to be taught silent, patient endurance. What! you, a boy, to cry! Be 

a man! Among his comrades he is a "cry-baby" if he whimpers, "a regular 

girl," "a girl-boy." He is taught early that from him endurance is 

expected; the self-conquest of restrained emotion is his constant lesson. If 

it be a girl who suffers, she is assumed to be weak, and it is felt that for 

her tears are natural and not to be sternly repressed; nor are her little 

aches and complaints dismissed as lightly as are her brother's. She is 

trained to expect sympathy, and learns that to weep is her prerogative. 

The first gush of tears after a hurt of body or mind is in some mysterious 

way a relief, and not rudely to be chidden; but, on the whole, it is wise 

and right to teach patience and unemotional endurance to the sex which 

in life is sure to have the larger share of suffering. To be of use, this 

education must begin reasonably early, and we may leave to the mother 

to make sure that it is not too severe.137 

The difference that Mitchell identified in the approach to the care of boy and girl 

citizens is crucial to his implementation of domestic seclusion as a treatment for 

neurasthenic women and not for men. According to him, the education of girls was his 

key to the prevention of neurasthenia in their later lives as women. 

Train your girls physically, and, up to the age of adolescence, as you train 

your boys. Too many mothers make haste to recognize the sexual 

difference. To run, to climb, to swim, to ride, to play violent games, 

ought to be as natural to the girl as to the boy. All this is fast changing for 
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us, and for the better. When I see young girls sweating from a good row 

or the tennis-field, I know that it is preventive medicine.138 

Importantly, Mitchell’s evaluation of women’s disposal to nervous disease and 

means of its prevention introduces a new issue in patient care. Mitchell volleys between 

the conventional formulation of diseases as etiological on the one hand, and the pursuit 

of an ideal emotional state, the ‘disposition’ necessary for a normative domestic life on 

the other. Importantly, neither stand independently without reference to the other.139 The 

relation between cure and prevention is evidenced when Mitchell writes, “The woman 

who consults you says, ‘I am nervous. I did not use to be. What can I do to overcome it?’ 

Once well again, she asks you, — and the query is common enough from the thoughtful, 

—‘What can I do to keep my girls from being nervous?’”140 When he makes the point, 

Mitchell is describing the divergent domains of etiology and disposition. Monica 

Greco’s work on imperative wellness can be used to unravel the complex relation of the 

two areas.141 

In her article, “Psychosomatic subjects and the ‘duty to be well’. Personal Agency 

within Medical Rationality,” (1993), Greco describes two spheres of medical evaluation 

that compare to Mitchell’s framing of neurasthenia. Greco distinguishes between 

“biomedical”—what has been hereto described as etiological—and “psychosomatic” 

frameworks, the latter being more radical.142 She elaborates, “In contrast to the 

biomedical model, where the situation of disease represents the interruption of a normal 

course, within psychosomatics disease is understood to be logically continuous with the 

'normal life' of an individual and with his or her personal attributes.” 143 Neurasthenia’s 

correspondence with the patient’s ordinary life and character aligns the psychosomatic 

structure to the nervous woman’s condition. 

Psychosomatics assume that certain physical illnesses or conditions are “caused or 

aggravated by a mental factor such as internal conflict or stress.”144 Likewise, Mitchell’s 

                                                                 
138 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 140. 
139 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’," 360-361. 
140 Mitchell, Doctor and Patient, 116. 
141 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’," 359. 
142 “A perhaps overly synthetic description of what distinguishes a 'psychosomatic' from a 'biomedical' 
conception of disease is by way of a shift from aetiological or causal explanations to explanations that 
might be termed 'dispositional'.” Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’," 359. 
143 Greco, "Psychosomatic Subjects and the ‘Duty to Be Well’," 359. 
144 Oxford Publishing, "Psychosomatic," in Oxford Living Dictionaries, ed. Oxford  Publishing (World Wide 
Web: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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neurasthenic was destablised by stressful experiences.145 In his writings on the rest cure, 

Mitchell was concerned to manage a woman’s “emotional manifestations,” “emotional 

exhaustion,” “emotional disturbances,” and “emotional displays.”146 Greco writes about 

this issue: “Psychosomatics emerged in the first decades of this century as an intent to 

reform the basic postulates of scientific medicine and to provide a methodology capable 

of accounting for the role of emotional life in the aetiology and course of disease.”147 

Mitchell uses the home as a platform for understanding his woman patient’s 

disposition at home. He diagnoses her by assessing the “moral and physical surroundings 

which have become part of her life of sickness.”148 These surroundings, in particular the 

familiar realm of her sick room, give space and form to his assessment. In a complex 

formulation, each area of Mitchell’s concern, the patient’s surroundings, the body, mind 

and character, appears to act upon the other within a “framework of causal 

sequences.”149 Mitchel writes of anaemia, for example, that it 

gives rise to lessened power of self-control, this to emotional 

disturbances, and these, in turn, to loss of appetite, out of which, if the 

surroundings be favorable, come graver nutritive disorder and endless 

invalidism. This is a fair sketch of an every-day occurrence. It would be a 

waste of time to dilate on matters so familiar.150 

Neurasthenia’s structure of causal sequences is explored in Greco’s history of the 

psychosomatic framework. Understanding this aspect of the disease’s formulation will 

help to further explain the embedded and spatialised relation between the neurasthenic 

woman’s physical symptoms and her disposition at home, with its material culture of 

luxurious objects, furnishings, and possessions. The outcome helps to explain how the 

neurasthenic woman conceived of herself through the bourgeois interior. The 

neurasthenic’s predicament is as follows: the state of being physically unwell through 

exhaustion leads to the cultivation of narcissistic sentiments—self-love, self-pity and 

selfishness. These unfavourable traits render the character symptomatic of disease. The 

ailing mind cum soul interferes with the process of ‘healthy’ self-creation because its 

                                                                 
145 “The sudden news of calamity, as of a death or financial disaster, has in my experience made vigorous 
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weakened condition impoverishes the “skilfulness” with which the patient can master 

their emotional selves.151 The result is the character’s deficiency. 

An indication of the neurasthenic’s flawed character is her forgetfulness: Mitchell 

observes that the neurasthenic becomes “forgetful of self” and others.152 These are the 

same individuals that she is obliged to be constantly mindful of, as an adaptive, 

reflective, domestic woman. Her forgetfulness is indicative of what Greco describes as a 

“failure of the self to take care of itself – a form of irrationality.”153 The outcome is the 

formulation of a scientifically determined expectation of character that is evaluated 

through an individual’s ‘normal life’ at home.154 

Mitchell’s “moral vision” of neurasthenia, as Greco would describe his outlook, is 

tied to conventional ideals of a Victorian woman’s domestic demeanour, behaviours, 

thoughts and responsibilities.155 His outlook is crucial to the role that the interior played 

in a medical episteme comprising cause, diagnosis, cure, and prevention. Mitchell used 

the domestic interior (seclusion) to help the neurasthenic to know herself, by 

highlighting how her malformed character impacted herself and family. Through 

suggestion, Mitchell reminded the neurasthenic of her responsibility to herself and 

others. In other words, Mitchell encouraged his patient to choose to be well. Mitchell 

writes 

Besides the imperative order or assurance absurdly labeled suggestion, 

and which is presumed to imply no power or effort to discuss and decide, 

accept or reject, there is the whole gamut of human motives with which, 

as occasion serves, we may influence the mind of the neurasthenic, the 

hypochondriac and the hysterical . . . Then, at need, we may reason, 

implore, counsel, appeal to duty, affection, taste, desire for health and 

what it brings; and as the case suggests, be a sternly judging moralist or 

the humorous comrade of the minute and despatch some sad symptom 

with the disguised counsel of a jest.156 

Newly enlightened, the neurasthenic patient had the capacity to re-conform herself 

to expectations of Victorian domestic life. In Greco’s terms, this entailed a view and 

pursuit of “health as a domain of individual appropriation” made possible “through 
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rational choice.”157 The discourse connects health to a domestic context: it is a family 

problem as well as an individual one. In addition, the neurasthenic patient’s health is 

architectural and spatial. A woman’s inhabitation of the bourgeois interior entailed a 

requirement to adopt a certain attitude toward wellness. This allows an expanded reading 

of Mitchell’s rest cure into the realm of governmentality and the control of populations 

of domestic inhabitants. 

Mitchell’s rationale for the treatment of neurasthenic women appears to fall neatly 

into the bounds of Greco’s psychosomatic framework. The point is complicated by the 

fact that the term psychosomatic did not emerge in popular medical usage until the 

1920s, several decades following Fat and Blood’s publication.158 Therefore, Mitchell’s 

implementation of the rest-cure from as early as 1873 implicates the interior as a 

precursor toward a psychosomatic understanding of disease. 

Mitchell’s discourse on the rest cure is a testament to the transition in framing 

nervous illness and the dichotomy between cause and disposition entailed in this 

transition. Managing the neurasthenic mind involved a medical, secular version of 

Church ascetic practices. In this context, seclusion in the domestic interior became a 

means to cure. The established ties between the domestic interior, the family, and the 

formation of self that are particular to Christian ascetic practices are carried into a 

medical terrain of ideal character, preventative care and a woman’s wellness in the 

home. 

Ultimately, the object of Mitchell’s rest cure was to return the nervous woman to 

her ordinary domestic role. This was a patriarchal Christian role as wife, and mother—or 

a version of this, depending on the woman’s age, and marital status—whose primary 

responsibility was to the household. Mitchell brought the woman’s Christian obligation 

to the home and family into the medicalised realm of wellness, which secularised her 

relation to the home. 

However, there was a problem for the bourgeois woman with Mitchell’s formulation 

of her domestic life. She was not caring for the family, her staff were. A bourgeois 

woman had virtually nothing to do, but “take a needle in their jeweled hands, or tie a 
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ribbon of one of their children’s bonnets” as Hoppin parodied.159 She became another 

decorative object in the interior, an accoutrement to be possessed by her husband. 

Mitchell’s rest cure sought to keep women in that space. While the false neurasthenic 

reveled in idle life, for some women, this life was not enough to fulfil their identity-

forming desires and ambitions. The following penultimate chapter continues with the 

dialogue between medicine, literature and ethics by describing how women sought to 

restore autonomy over their domain, the domestic interior. 
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Chapter Six Cure or Incarceration? Reading The 

Yellow Wallpaper as an Account of 

Domestic Architecture’s Oppression of 

Women 

In this chapter I focus on Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short story, The Yellow 

Wallpaper (1892). It is a work that condemns rest cure from a female perspective and 

points to its oppressive nature. Written by a woman, The Yellow Wallpaper is what 

Elaine Showalter describes as a “haunting and passionate protest against the rest cure.”1 

It represents a power struggle between doctors and women to assert control over the 

forms and settings for acceptable domestic behaviour. The story traces its narrator’s 

descent from a state of mild nervousness into a case of full blown insanity. The woman’s 

mental decline is communicated through her obsessive relationship to her sick room’s 

wallpaper. A conventional reading of the story positions it as Showalter suggests: a 

maddening consequence of Mitchell’s use of seclusion. By references to elements of the 

domestic interior, however, Gilman also criticises Victorian domestic architecture and 

the woman’s social confinement in it. In this analysis, I look at how the narrator’s 

engagement with the sick room and her corresponding mental decline urged women to 

understand themselves as subjects of an oppressive interior. 

Gilman had an interest in social aspects of the built environment. She realised how 

the qualities of habitable spaces shaped the identities of individuals and communities. 

The Yellow Wallpaper is not ordinarily tied to her concern to re-evaluate the role and 

prospects of the single-family dwelling. Being mentioned only twice, the story is largely 

overlooked in Polly Wynn Allen’s book, Building Domestic Liberty (1988), which is 

dedicated to Gilman’s approach to the built environment. Allen’s book provides 

comprehensive analyses of Gilman’s fictional and non-fictional writings in regard to her 

thoughts about domestic architecture, urban planning, and her objective for a more 

egalitarian world for women. Many of these writings were published after The Yellow 

Wallpaper, which may account for Allen’s lack of attention to the story. However, I 

believe that Gilman’s view of women’s relation to the home and household work in 

these later publications positions The Yellow Wallpaper as a platform for her developing 
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thoughts. Among other works, Gilman’s books, The Home: Its Work and Influence 

(1904), and Women and Economics (1898), provide the context for understanding The 

Yellow Wallpaper’s value as a critical commentary of domestic architecture. 

Written three years after The Yellow Wallpaper, The Home: Its Work and Influence, 

summarises the problems that Gilman found with the single-family dwelling. In the latter 

book, Gilman expresses an awareness of the significance of gender to the architecture of 

the Victorian home, designed to accommodate the roles and relations of the nuclear 

family. According to received wisdom and social convention, a man’s duty was to 

provide for his wife and children by undertaking remunerated work outside the home. By 

contrast a woman was consigned to the private sphere exclusively, where her work in 

household management took place. 

Gilman was acutely concerned with how the single-family home segregated 

bourgeois women and servants from the public sphere. These women were affected 

differently according to their designated roles. For example, servants were isolated by 

the allocation of utilitarian tasks to peripheral areas of the home, whereas there was no 

expectation for a wealthy woman to undertake tasks like washing and cooking. Instead, 

the bourgeois woman’s proper place at home dissociated her from the worldly 

experiences that benefited her husband. By contrast to her husband’s professional 

associations and connections, she mainly socialised with other women caught in the 

same predicament. Bourgeois women were disengaged from the study and “Gentleman’s 

room or Business-room,” as Kerr termed them, which were intended for intellectual 

thought, discussion, and work.2 Gilman was conscious of the consequences of both kinds 

of segregation on women’s intelligence and emotional development, as well as the 

impact of these impediments on their progress and engagement in the world. 

Crucially, Gilman’s apprehensions about affluent women’s isolation from public life 

were mirrored in aspects of the rest cure. The therapy’s suitability to a domestic location, 

the enforcement of seclusion, and insistence on intellectual respite, paralleled the 

segregation and mindlessness of the bourgeois woman’s enforced idleness. The 

correspondences between the rest cure and domestic life position the sick room as a 

concentrated version of women’s ordinary circumstances in the home, as Gilman saw 
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them. The sick room’s intensity served to highlight the cultural standards, sensibilities, 

and spatial dynamics that characterised the single-family dwelling and oppressed its 

female inhabitants. Understanding the narrator’s role as an isolated invalid to be 

analogous to her status as a Victorian woman in her habitual setting provides an opening 

for reading The Yellow Wallpaper as a critical commentary of domestic architecture. 

The sick room represented the home and ordinary life in miniature, which is an idea 

that I explored in Chapter Four. The analysis of the sick room as a microcosm in this 

chapter explores some of the ways that Gilman manipulated and framed it to convey her 

wider thoughts about domestic architecture. By calling on literary, design, and medical 

discourses simultaneously, Gilman raised concerns about the imbalance of power 

between sexes, the corresponding division of labour according to gender, and the 

prejudicial architectural planning which supported these conventionalised relations of 

power, knowledge and subjectivities. To these ends, literary critic Tom Lutz has 

identified a valuable discourse on arsenic in wallpaper, which I will build upon.3 

Importantly, he underestimates the value of his own findings because he fails to 

acknowledge domestic architecture as a component of Gilman’s criticism of women’s 

oppression. The gap provides an opportunity to discuss Gilman’s outlook on the 

shortfalls of domestic architecture as it relates to her multifaceted use of the wallpaper as 

a literary motif of the sick room. 

The Yellow Wallpaper is narrated in the first person as a diary.4 This personal 

perspective offers an intimate insight into the protagonist’s increasingly psychotic point 

of view, and a ‘realistic’ depiction of the setting in which the escalation in her mental 

predicament takes place. The vantage point guides the process of reading the interior, 

much like Hunter’s “reading character,” whereby the reader performs a moral summing-

up of the space by evaluating its spatial traits.5 The use of first person and the description 

of mounting paranoia are analogous to comparable details of Edgar Allen Poe’s short 

story, The Tell-Tale Heart (1843), as well as literary elements of his other Gothic tales.6 

In addition to the similarity with Poe, some scholars have pointed to parallels between 

                                                                 
3 Refer Lutz, American Nervousness, 231. 
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6 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman: An Autobiography (Madison, 
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Jane Eyre and The Yellow Wallpaper, especially in relation to Bertha and her attic sick 

room.7 Gilman uses the motifs prominent in the Victorian literary landscape to describe 

women’s prejudicial circumstances and the consequences of an insular life at home for 

the development of selfhood. She also uses Gothic techniques to communicate the 

severity of domestic architecture’s harmful effects on women, and the personal costs of 

the long-standing Christian morality that obliged women to care for their homes and 

families exclusively.8 Gilman herself explained in 1910 that she wrote The Yellow 

Wallpaper “to preach” to women.9 

Gilman’s representation of the Victorian home in The Yellow Wallpaper suggests 

that design professionals had an important hand to play in fostering the domestic 

inhabitants’ moral relation to themselves. A medical discourse concerning wallpaper 

implicates Victorian architects and designers among those professions, like medicine 

itself, which reinforced a labour structure that inhibited women’s developmental status 

and progress in the world. To an extent, the designer—like the doctor —is culpable for 

confining women to the domestic sphere, but also, potentially has the power to positively 

empower women and thereby enact responsible and just domestic change. 

The chapter begins by acknowledging the home as a place that isolated women. I 

discuss architecture’s support of Christian patriarchal relations of power, knowledge and 

subjectivity that impeded women’s ability to partake in public life, which was damaging 

                                                                 
7 The parallel was originally described by Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic 89. See also 
Showalter, The Female Malady 68. Ruth Robbins, Literary Feminisms (New York: St. Martin's, 2000), 270. 
Margaret Delashmit and Charles Long, "Gilman's the Yellow Wallpaper," The Explicator 50, no. 1 (1991): 
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end.” Gilman, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman: An Autobiography, 120. The criticism was a tribute 
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9 “Gilman, “The Editor’s Problem,” Forerunner 1 (August 1910): 24 quoted in Polly Wynn Allen, Building 
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them. Following this, I analyse Gilman’s use of Gothic techniques to convey meaning 

about the narrative, setting, and character, as a multifaceted means of conveying the 

severity of the bourgeois woman’s actual circumstances. Subsequently, I discuss 

contemporary Victorian concerns about wallpaper’s chemical composition, patterning and 

hanging arrangement, which prompts a discussion about the designer’s responsibility for 

end users. Finally, I look beyond The Yellow Wallpaper to Gilman’s other publications to 

discuss how she sought to empower women through architectural change. 

Domestic Architecture as Symbol of Isolation from Public Life 

The Yellow Wallpaper is about a woman, the story’s narrator—a writer—who is 

suffering from nervousness as a symptom of what is now termed postnatal depression.10 

Her husband, John, who is a respected physician, is treating her with the rest cure. He 

has hired a stately mansion for the summer months where she will undertake the 

treatment. As John is away all day and most nights tending to other patients, John’s 

sister Jennie accompanies the couple as a dedicated nurse. A nursemaid, Mary, cares for 

the baby at the mansion. 

John administers the rest cure according to Mitchell’s criteria. He curbs his wife’s 

socialisation, forbids her from undertaking any form of mental or physical “work,” 

especially her writing, and dispenses restorative tonics according to a schedule.11 All 

decisions relating to the treatment are made by John on his wife’s behalf. The narrator 

disagrees with most of her husband’s decisions regarding the course of treatment, but her 

opinion is of no consequence to him.12 Furthermore, John, who is a pragmatist, doesn’t 

believe that she is genuinely unwell. He thinks that her creativity as a writer and 

accompanying ‘excessive’ intellectual stimulation is to blame for her condition by 

encouraging self-indulgence. 

                                                                 
10 Hilary Marland writes extensively on “puerperal mania” or post-partum depression in the Victorian 
period. See for example Hilary Marland, "At Home with Puerperal Mania: The Domestic Treatment of the 
Insanity of Childbirth in the Nineteenth Century," in Outside the Walls of the Asylum, ed. Peter Bartlet and 
David Wright (London: The Athlone Press, 1999); Hilary Marland, "Disappointment and Desolation: 
Women, Doctors and Interpretations of Puerperal Insanity in the Nineteenth Century," History of 
Psychiatry 14, no. 3 (2003); Hilary Marland, "Under the Shadow of Maternity: Birth, Death and Puerperal 
Insanity in Victorian Britain," History of Psychiatry 23, no. 1 (2012). 
11 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper and Other Stories (New York: Dover Publications Inc., 
1998), 1. 
12 She believes that a little “congenial work” and socialisation would expedite rather than delay her 
recovery. Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper. 
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Importantly, John selects his patient-wife’s particular treatment room despite her 

preference for an alternative. The sick room is worn, outdated and contains the 

paraphernalia of its prior function as a children’s “gymnasium.”13 The room is lined in a 

sickly, yellow wallpaper, which the narrator loathes and becomes preoccupied with. Her 

boredom leads her to focus her cognitive energy on the paper’s decorative pattern, which 

she can’t make sense of, despite her knowledge of graphic conventions. As her mental 

health deteriorates, she sees disturbing features in the pattern, including an animated 

woman who is trapped behind it. She attempts to free the woman, who is her double, by 

tearing off the wallpaper in large strips. The act is widely interpreted as a repudiation of 

patriarchal oppression and domesticity. I take the conventional analysis of The Yellow 

Wallpaper further by revealing it to be a criticism of domestic architecture. The 

following discussion describes how Gilman’s literary account of the rest cure allows for 

a wider interpretation of the bourgeois woman’s relation to the single-family dwelling in 

The Yellow Wallpaper. 

Gilman’s representation of the rest cure is quasi-autobiographical, which instils the 

story with the value of her personal understanding of the treatment.14 She described her 

experience in a short article titled “Why I Wrote The Yellow Wallpaper,” (1913), which 

appeared in her weekly publication, The Forerunner.15 Having suffered acute anxiety 

tending to melancholia after the birth of her first child, Gilman sought the expertise of 

Weir Mitchell. Despite what she describes as literary “embellishments and additions to 

carry out the ideal (I never had hallucinations or objections to my mural decorations),” 

The Yellow Wallpaper was a response to her treatment.16 In the article Gilman explained, 

This wise man [Mitchell] put me to bed and applied the rest cure, to 

which a still good physique responded so promptly that he concluded that 

there was nothing much the matter with me, and sent me home with the 

solemn advice “to lead as domestic a life as far as possible,” to have “but 

two hours’ intellectual life a day” and “never to touch a pen, brush or 

pencil again as long as I live.” This was in 1887. I went home and obeyed 

                                                                 
13 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 3. 
14 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper," The Forerunner iv, no. 1 (1913). Literary 
scholar Mary Jacobus explains that  

“Gillman creates a literary double for herself in the domestic confinement of her hysterical narrator.” 
Jacobus, "An Unnecessary Maze of Sign-Reading," 231.  

15 Gilman, "Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper," 271.  
16 Gilman, "Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper," 271. 
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those directions for some three months, and came so near the borderline 

of utter mental ruin that I could not see over.17 

Gilman’s point is important, because it highlights Mitchell’s censure of women’s 

intellectual work as an obstacle to the fulfilment of their ideal conventional role and 

duties as wife and mother. That is the point Gilman is referring to when she stated that, 

“The real purpose of the story was to reach Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, and convince him of 

the error of his ways.”18 

Mitchell’s advice was informed by the boundaries of the Victorian woman’s character 

and duty to the household as these had become socially prescribed. The constraint had 

origins in Christian teaching, which designated the roles and relations of the family. 

Chapter One discussed religious literature, which was designed to guide family morality 

by describing how to properly enact “the relations, responsibilities, and duties of home 

life,” as Reverend John Thomson defined them.19 Phrases like, “the governing power of 

the family circle is vested in the hands of the husband” contrasted with the wife’s primary 

obligation to remain in “subjection to her husband in the Lord . . . As there can be no social 

happiness without social order, so there can be no social order without subjection to 

authority.” 20 This “social order” was fundamentally connected to a woman’s place and 

work at home. 21 Thomson recalled the consensus view that “As to the wife, it is at once 

admitted and felt by everyone, that she must be a 'keeper at home,' so that she may look 

well to the ways of her household, and attend to the training of her children.”22 

In the same way that Mitchell’s advice supported the Christian order, so too did the 

interior architecture of the single-family dwelling. The Victorian home’s conventional 

arrangement reinforced the concept of separate spheres, and therefore a gender-based 

division of labour.23 While women took care of the household, men went out to work. It 

was a woman’s role to raise children, source food, cook meals, launder and repair 

                                                                 
17 Gilman, "Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper," 271. See Showalter’s account of Gilman’s personal 
experience and The Yellow Wallpaper. Showalter, The Female Malady 140-142. 
18 Gilman, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman: An Autobiography, 121. 
19 Thomson, The Domestic Circle. 
20 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 21. 
21 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 21. 
22 Thomson, The Domestic Circle, 43. 
23 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence (London: William Heinemann, 1904), 83. 
Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 66, 184.  



 

196 

clothes, clean and maintain the house.24 The compartmentalisation of utilitarian tasks to 

marginal spaces in the home isolated women undertaking household work. Furthermore, 

the kitchen and laundry were usually located in the home’s basement and therefore 

detached from the home’s more collaborative areas.25 

Gilman found woman’s segregated circumstances discriminatory and outdated, and 

considered that men had been dealt the privileged hand.26 Housework, with its “insatiate 

demands,” was the least desirable, mind-numbing form of labour.27 Furthermore, the 

areas accommodating domestic work were inefficient and so further oppressive because 

they were “wasteful” of time; they isolated women and diminished their knowledge of 

the possibilities for them beyond the home and domestic life.28 In her book describing 

the shortfalls of the single-family dwelling, The Home: Its Work and Influence (1903), 

Gilman explained that “The conditions of home industry as practised by either housewife 

or housemaid are hopelessly restrictive. They are, as we have seen, the low standard of 

average capacity; the element of sex tendency; the isolation and the unspecialised nature 

of the work.”29 

Crucially, the women homeowners of wealthy households—like the protagonist of 

The Yellow Wallpaper—faced another set of problems. The “lady of the house” was a 

manager of other women undertaking household tasks on her behalf.30 A bourgeois 

woman’s staff took on her role as housekeeper. Specialised personnel cared for the 

bourgeois family’s children. Others sourced food, cooked, cleaned, and kept the house. 

However, the privilege left her “parasitic,” as Gilman described such “useless” women, 

                                                                 
24 Michelle Perrot and Anne Martin-Fugier, "Roles and Characters," in A History of Private Life from the 
Fires of Revolution to the Great War, ed. Michelle Perrot, A History of Private Life (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), 192. 
25 Loudon described the ideal separation of kitchen from main living areas of the house in J.C.  Loudon, 
The Suburban Gardener, and Villa Companion (London: Longman, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 
1838), 67-69. Like the kitchen, the laundry areas should also be separate.  

”Where there is both a washhouse and laundry they should, if practicable, be separated from the main 
body of the house and placed in the kitchen court.” in Loudon, The Suburban Gardener, and Villa 
Companion, 78. Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 141,142.  

For a discussion of the allocation of utilitarian tasks to dedicated spaces, see Franklin, The Gentleman's 
Country House and Its Plan 1835-1914, 86-101. 
26 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 83. Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 66, 67, 184.  
27 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 297. Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 68, 184, note 28. 
28 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 317. See also 92, 97, 113-114. Allen, Building Domestic 
Liberty, especially Chapter Three pp 55-79. Kathy Farquharson, "'The Last Walls Dissolve': Space Versus 
Architecture in the Memoirs of a Survivor and 'the Yellow Wallpaper'," Doris Lessing Studies 28, no. 1 
(2009): 4. Lauren Cameron, "Interiors and Interiorities: Architectural Understandings of the Mind in Hard 
Times," Nineteenth-Century Contexts 35, no. 1 (2013): 70. 
29 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 113-114.  
30 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 209. 



 

197 

by which she meant that they were virtually idle and financially dependent on their 

husbands.31 Davidoff and Hall explain that “By mid-century, genteel women in the 

wealthiest households would only have arranged flowers, done fancy embroidery, 

possibly being able to distil flower essence and make special confections.”32 Although 

Gilman lamented that “the progress of industry has cut the lady off from even her 

embroidery.”33 Yet, for a woman to compromise her capacity to care for the family by 

undertaking self-indulgent endeavours—like a writing career—was irresponsible, and 

even unrefined. 

Paired with bourgeois ideals of femininity, the Victorian home’s design limited the 

extent of the housewife’s experiences, which impeded women’s individual and collective 

development. The outcome was compounded by what Gilman described as the “the low 

grade-intelligence of the home-bound mother.”34 Gilman elaborates: 

The first result is a sort of mental myopia. Looking always at things too 

near, the lens expands, the focus shortens, the objects within range are all 

too large, and nothing else is seen clearly. To spend your whole time in 

attending to your own affairs in your own home inevitably restricts the 

mental vision; inevitably causes those same personal affairs to seem 

larger to you than other's personal affairs or the affairs of the nation.35 

Women’s developmental impairment had additional consequences. In the book for 

which she become well-known among her peers, Women and Economics (1898), Gilman 

acknowledged that: “Men can cook, clean and sew as well as women.”36 By contrast, 

women had not been conditioned to enter into the man’s world of “trade, commerce and 

government,” for example.37 “The labor now performed by the men could not be 

performed by the women without generations of effort and adaptions.”38 In what she 

                                                                 
31 “The idle woman, contributing nothing to the household labours or expenses, requires to be wholly 
supported by her husband. This would be a check on marriage even if she stayed at home twirling her 
thumbs; for he would have to provide women to wait on her, on him, on the children, in default of her 
service as ‘house- wife’.” Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 296, 193..  
32 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 388. 
33 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 222. On women’s undertaking of fine embroidery as a 
common domestic activity circa 1820,see Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 362. 
34 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 240. 
35 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 216. 
36 Charlotte Perkins Stetson, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and 
Women as a Factor in Social Evolution (Boston: Small, Maynard , & company, 1898), 8. 
37 Stetson, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and Women as a 
Factor in Social Evolution, 9. 
38 Stetson, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and Women as a 
Factor in Social Evolution, 8. 
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considered to be an evolutionary way, women had been impeded by their naturalised 

environment, the home. Gilman explained that a woman’s 

restricted impression, her confinement to the four walls of the home, have 

done great execution, of course, in limiting her ideas, her information, her 

thought-processes, and power of judgment; and in giving a 

disproportionate prominence and intensity to the few things she knows 

about; but this is innocent in action compared with her restricted 

expression, the denial of freedom to act.39 

Of all the disadvantages to women imposed by the architecture and gendered relations 

of domestic life, the ultimate hindrance and source of grievance was their observed 

powerlessness to enrich their lives beyond the home. Hence, her epigraph to The Home, 

“Shall the home be our world . . . or the world our home?”40 Gilman explains, 

Inside the home are love, marriage, birth, and death; outside the home are 

agriculture, manufacture, trade, commerce, transportation, art, science, 

and religion. Every human — i.e., social — process goes on outside the 

home, and has to have its appropriate building. In these varied forms of 

social activity, humanity finds its true expression; the contact and 

interchange, the stimulus and relief, without which the human soul cannot 

live. Humanity must associate, that is the primal law of our being. This 

association, so far in history, has been almost entirely confined to men. 41 

The home isolated women from public and political life in both practical and 

symbolic terms. Women were living in a void, unjustly so, as the home was materially and 

conceptually embedded in a set of social relations tied to opportunities for a genuinely 

public life. Women needed to recognise their proximity to that life and capacity to engage 

in social affairs. To prosper, woman needed to associate with others and engage in 

experiences outside the home as men did. Gilman believed that undertaking meaningful 

work in the public sphere would enrich and develop women, while allowing them to 

contribute to the household and society in an equivalent way to men. 

At first reading, The Yellow Wallpaper appears to be a challenge to the rest cure and 

its customary application. Yet Gilman’s point is more complex. The rest cure only 

facilitated the expression of her greater reservation about the Victorian home’s 

architecture. Corresponding to Weir Mitchell’s advice, the story’s narrator was forbidden 

                                                                 
39 Stetson, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and Women as a 
Factor in Social Evolution, 64-65. 
40 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, Facing title page. 
41 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 190. 
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to engage in any mental or physical exertion that would compromise her treatment and 

thereby delay a return to her domestic duties.42 Her doctor’s adherence to Mitchell’s 

method positions the story within a medical framework that includes the practitioner’s 

management of women and domestic life in the model of pastoral care, a theme which 

was explored in Chapter Five. It is relevant, however, that the narrator’s doctor is also 

her husband. The dual roles of doctor-husband compound Gilman’s criticism by 

allowing the story to be simultaneously viewed as a commentary on domestic 

confinement and restricted living beyond the sick room. The interconnecting domains of 

medicine and marriage allow the narrator’s focus on the maddening wallpaper, which 

reinforces her seclusion, to facilitate her wider commentary about women’s 

disadvantaged status as merely another accoutrement (or appendage) of domestic life. 

The bourgeois woman is presented as an object, or piece of furniture to be possessed, 

moved about and cared for according to another person’s (her husband’s) will. Having 

explored how the home isolated, restricted and impaired women, the following section 

describes how Gilman foregrounds the setting in the story and establishes the home’s 

architecture as something to be contemplated and evaluated by the reader. 

The Importance of Setting in The Yellow Wallpaper 

Contributing to The Yellow Wallpaper’s captivating yet unsettling quality is the 

anticipation that something terrible is going to happen. The response is produced through 

the characteristically Gothic focus on setting. This section elaborates some of the Gothic 

techniques that Gilman used to convey the Victorian home’s material structure as 

socially, emotionally, and intellectually damaging to women. 

The story begins with a sense of foreboding that is centred on the abandoned 

mansion that the narrator, her doctor and-husband John, and his sister Jennie, have hired 

for the summer. The couple were surprised at having secured the stately residence at 

such a modest rental price. The mansion seemed ideal; but there was “something queer” 

about the home, “Else why should it be let so cheaply?”43 “A colonial mansion, a 

heredity estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach the height of romantic felicity—

but that would be asking too much of fate!” 44 It was, nonetheless, 

                                                                 
42 Mitchell is referred to by name in the story; see Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 6. 
43 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 1.  
44 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 1. 
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The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the 

road, quite three miles from the village. It makes me think of English 

places that you read about for there are hedges and walls and gates that 

lock . . . There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the 

heirs and co-heirs; anyhow, the place has been empty for years. That 

spoils my ghostliness, I’m afraid–but I don’t care—there is something 

strange about the house—I can feel it.45 

The reader is positioned to draw certain inferences about the mansion. With its 

“ghostliness” and her romantic description of the grounds, the home’s indications of a 

Gothic atmospherics establish the reader’s expectations for it 46 

Gilman emphasises the approach toward the historical mansion, with its generous 

setback from the road, as well as “hedges and walls and gates that lock.”47 Her attention 

to enclosure and locked spaces are Gothic tropes that announce her intent to critique the 

home’s isolating role. In England, this role is rooted in the concern for privacy described 

by Humphrey Repton in his book, Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape 

Gardening (1816).48 Like the mansion, Repton sheltered his home with a “frame 

composed of flowering shrubs and evergreens” that shielded him from the “cheerful 

village, the high road, and that constant moving scene.”49 In The Yellow Wallpaper, the 

garden’s securitised and confining fabric imparts a sense of interiority to the mansion 

and its walled yard, that divorce it from a wider context: the world beyond the home. 

The garden plays a meaningful role in the arrangement. Being exterior to the home but 

forming its boundary, the garden is a place of transition between the house and the 

public sphere, or the man’s world of city life: government, professional associations, 

industry, and commerce. Gilman recognised that women’s engagement with that world 

was essential to their welfare and developmental progress. 

Emblematically, the garden offered women a false sense of proximity to the public 

sphere. Free from the constraints of household work, the garden’s green colour has been 
                                                                 
45 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2. 
46 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2. Mary Jacobus suggests that “The house in The Yellow Wallpaper is 
strange because it’s empty”; Jacobus, "An Unnecessary Maze of Sign-Reading," 237. 
47 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2. 
48 H Repton and J.A. Repton, Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening (London: 
Bensley and Son, 1816), 184-187, 230-234. 
49 Repton and Repton, Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening, 235. Davidoff and 
Hall explain that  

“A similar desire for privacy marked property boundaries with gates, drives, hedges and walls around 
house and garden. Humphrey Repton strikingly demonstrated the effect in his paper model of the 
space in front of his Essex ‘cottage’ where the view of shops, road and passing public was cut off by 
fencing, shrubbery and trees”; Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 361. 
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associated with the colour of life and freedom.50 Yet, the garden was still a component of 

the domestic sphere and subject to its relations of power, knowledge and subjectivities. 

There was an illusion that home’s rules and restrictions did not apply in the garden, 

which explains why the garden was thought to provide women with momentary reprieve 

from their duties—or lack of them—in the case of idle, wealthy women.51 Hence, the 

narrator in The Yellow Wallpaper describes the garden as “delicious,” by which she 

means that it was a desirable place to be.52 Visiting the garden, which the narrator was 

sometimes allowed to do, offered her a taste—albeit a false one—of autonomous life. 

The narrator often observes the garden as a prospect—a view from her upstairs window 

of an enticing but inaccessible place. Bounded by the walls and hedges, the garden is 

still an interior, although it is one that adopts a different form. 

Given the story’s Gothic sensibility, Gilman’s focus on privacy and enclosure also 

suggests that there may have been something sinister requiring seclusion in the home. 

The references to blood line through the “trouble” with heirs, and the mansion’s 

description as an “heredity estate” containing “ancestral halls,” suggest that what was 

worth hiding may have been an outcome of mental disease.53 Supporting the case was 

the fact that private asylums were often repurposed country estates or majestic homes.54 

The circumstances of a supposedly inherited illness like insanity would account for the 

mansion’s emptiness and stigmatisation as well as its cheap rent. 

The narrator describes a queerness and strangeness about the mansion that she could 

“feel” in the home’s atmosphere.55 The mansion’s ghostliness builds the reader’s 

expectation that it might, in some way, express the memory of the suffering it had 

witnessed.56 Having passed from one heir to the next, the mansion had a long history of 

family life. If, as Gilman hinted, the family had been afflicted by hereditary illness, they 

would have suffered, as patients were covertly cared for at home to protect the family’s 

                                                                 
50 For example, see Ann Heilmann, "Overwriting Decadence: Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Oscar Wilde, and 
the Feminization of Art in "the Yellow Wall-Paper"," in The Mixed Legacy of Charlotte Perkins Gilman ed. 
Catherine Golden, J. and Joanna Scheider Zangrando (Newark: University of Delaware Press 2000), 189. 
51 For example see, Wright, The Complete Home, 343. 
52 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2 [emphasis in original]. 
53 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 1. Refer Suzuki’s discussion about the family’s issues with controlling the 
property transactions of “weak minded” heirs Suzuki, Madness at Home 122-32. 

 Paula A. Treichler, "Escaping the Sentence: Diagnosis and Discourse in "the Yellow Wallpaper"," Tulsa 
Studies in Women's Literature 3, no. 1/2 (1984): 65. 
54 Showalter, The Female Malady 35.  
55 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2. 
56 For the supernatural as a characteristic motif of Gothic literature, see Punter, The Literature of Terror, 1.  
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dignity and prospects.57 Conceivably, such anxiety carried across multiple generations. 

Furthering the mansion’s peculiarity was a perception among some superstitious 

Victorians that buildings, their contents, and the experiences of prior dwellers, had the 

potential to influence new inhabitants. One author explained, 

I can conceive it not only possible, but probable, that a natural tendency 

to aberration of the mental faculties may be developed into actual 

madness by continued association with places and objects which have 

previously received the influence of the insane, unless counteracting 

influences or agents be greatly in preponderance.58 

The theory proposed that spending time in a madman’s house could induce insanity 

in the new occupant. Fittingly, the young family in The Yellow Wallpaper had come to 

the mansion to treat a mild form of mental disease which was present in the narrator. 

Doctor John had prescribed his wife the rest cure to ease the anxiety she was 

experiencing after the birth of her son, whom she “cannot be with,” because “it makes 

[her] so nervous.”59 John’s sister Jennie attended as her nurse. Offering a complete 

change of dwelling amidst beautiful gardens at an affordable rental price, the mansion 

seemed an ideal location for her treatment. 

Having been forbidden to write as part of her treatment, the narrator is compelled to 

keep her diary in secret, “having to be sly about it or else meeting with heavy 

opposition.”60 She believes that writing would provide the kind of respite that would help 

rather than hinder her recovery. So, she lies to her carers and resorts to caring for herself, 

more or less, by occupying the home as she pleases.61 The point raises the questions of 

women’s domestic freedom and their need for personal fulfilment beyond their principal 

defining role—motherhood. The narrator rejects her role as mother on account of her 

nervousness. Instead she views writing as a subset of her self-knowledge and identity. 

Therefore, the prohibition on writing frustrated her personal integrity. The narrator’s 

furtiveness worsens as her mind deteriorates, because of her failure to cultivate it through 

writing. “I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to sleep all I can . . 

.  It is a very bad habit I am convinced, for you see I don’t sleep. And that cultivates deceit, 
                                                                 
57 Refer my discussion of mental illness at home in Chapter Four.  
58 Denton and Foote Denton, The Soul of Things, 360-361. 
59 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 4.  
60 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2. 
61 In The Home, Gilman explains that  

“Weakness, helplessness, ignorance, dependence, these breed falsehood and evasion; and, in child, 
servant and woman, the denizens of the home, we have to combat these tendencies.” Gilman, The 
Home, Its Work and Influence, 168. 
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for I don’t tell them I’m awake—O no!”62 Rather than easing her symptoms, the rest cure 

exacerbates them. Her husband’s denial of her freedom to write spurs her neurosis. At the 

same time, her failure to use her mind mirrors the consequences of women’s exclusive 

devotion to conventional domestic life: mental decline. 

The narrator’s psychological weakening is paralleled by her diminishing attempts to 

exercise the behavioural restraint that was appropriate to women in a domestic setting. 

Speaking about the importance of self-control in The Home, Gilman writes, “To restrain 

and adjust one’s self to one’s society—that is the line of courtesy—the line of 

Christianity – the line of social evolution.”63 The narrator is aware of the self-discipline 

expected of her as a Victorian woman. She recalls her doctor-husband’s advice that “no 

one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use my will and self-control and not let 

any silly fancies run away with me.”64 She “will let it alone,” takes “pains to control 

myself,” and “must put this away.”65 As her mental acuity deteriorates, she loses her 

ability to control herself: “I’m getting dreadfully fretful and querulous. I cry at nothing, 

and cry most of the time.”66 Gilman correlates the narrator’s instability to the time she 

has spent in the sick room. 

The narrator detests the room that her husband has selected, although ostensibly, it 

is the one most suitable to her recovery. She “wanted one downstairs that opened on the 

piazza and had roses all over the window, and such pretty old fashioned chinz hangings! 

But John would not hear of it.”67 The narrator’s preference for a room with a more 

appealing décor and prospect highlights the interior’s potential to promote emotional 

health and wellbeing through freedom of choice. Gilman used a characteristically 

feminine interest in decoration to signify the importance of a woman’s right to choose 

her domestic circumstances. A woman should have as much licence to elect how to live 

in her home as she would have to choose a wall colour or chinz hangings. The preferred 

room’s adjacency to the piazza, and the narrator’s desire to inhabit it, invite comparison 

                                                                 
62 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 10.  
63 Gilman, The Home, Its Work and Influence, 175. 
64 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 8.“I ought to use my will and good sense to check the tendency. So I try,” 
Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 4. 
65 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2,3. 
66 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 6. Jennie  

“…didn’t know I was in the room and when I ask her in a quiet, a very quiet voice with the most 

restrained manner possible, what she was doing with the paper – she turned around as if she had 

been caught stealing, and looked quite angry – asked me why I should frighten her so!”  
67 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2.  
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to the supposed freedom of the garden interior, and conjure up associations with public 

life that these spaces connect with. 

The room that John thought to be most appropriate to his wife’s recovery met the 

sick room’s ideal arrangement.68 It was a “big airy room, the whole floor nearly, with 

windows that look all ways, and air and sunshine galore.”69 The narrator explains that 

It was a nursery first and then a playroom and gymnasium I should judge; 

for the windows are barred for little children, and there are rings and 

things in the walls. The paint and paper look as if a boy’s school had used 

it. It is stripped off – the paper – in great patches all around the head of 

my bed, about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on the other side 

of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life.70 

Once a nursery, or so the narrator believes, the room is a reminder of her reason for 

being there: the newborn son that she cannot be with.71 At the same time, the narrator’s 

nursery setting denotes her own childlike status.72 For example, John affectionately 

patronises his wife as he takes her in his arms and calls her a “blessed little goose.”73 

These allusions highlight women’s disadvantaged status in gender relations. Mary 

Jacobus explains that “as readers versed in the female gothic we know that Bertha 

Mason haunts this text; as readers of the feminist tradition from Wollstonecraft on, we 

know that the rights of women have long been denied by treating them as children.”74 

Jacobus’s point is significant, because it references women’s historic lack of autonomy 

in the home as a product of patriarchal oppression. This dynamic is demonstrated when 

the narrator is rendered powerless to choose her recovery room downstairs, and her 

undertaking of intellectual work is forbidden. These points pair the mansion’s interior 

arrangement and the actions within it under the banner of a “denial of freedom to act,” as 

Gilman described women’s curbed liberty in Women and Economics.75 

The narrator’s innocent conjecture about the room’s former purpose is sinister. Like 

Bertha Mason’s circumstances in Jane Eyre, the narrator’s dire situation in The Yellow 

                                                                 
68 Chapter Four describes the ideal sick room according to Thomson, Domestic Management of the Sick-
Room, 104-9. 
69 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 3. 
70 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 3. 
71 Jacobus, "An Unnecessary Maze of Sign-Reading," 240-241. 
72Jacobus, "An Unnecessary Maze of Sign-Reading," 240-241. 
73 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 4. 
74 Jacobus, "An Unnecessary Maze of Sign-Reading," 240-241. 
75 Stetson, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and Women as a 
Factor in Social Evolution, 65. 
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Wallpaper is accentuated, partly because she is consigned to a peripheral place in the 

mansion, the attic which serves as her sick room. Rather than a past use as a children’s 

gymnasium, the “rings and things” that line the attic walls connote restraining 

techniques, which were characteristic of pre-moral care.76 The windows are barred, 

which suggests incarceration. The bed is nailed to the floor to prevent its being moved 

about, and its posts are gnawed, which intimates that someone may have been tied to 

them, causing anger or frustration.77 A gate at the top of the stairs restricts access to the 

lower floors, which resembles Bertha’s alienation at Thornfield. The mismatched 

furniture, which “is no worse than inharmonious,” and the room’s old-fashioned 

arabesque wallpaper, echo the obsolete contents of Thornfield’s third floor.78 

Furthermore, the room’s wear and tear recall Bertha’s destructive habits. Earlier in the 

story, the protagonist writes 

I never saw such ravages as the children have made here. The wallpaper, 

as I said before, is torn off in parts, and it sticketh closer than a brother—

they must have had perseverance as well as hatred. The floor is scratched 

and gouged and splintered, the plaster itself is dug out here and there, and 

this great heavy bed which is all we found in the room, looks as if it had 

been through the wars.79 

For readers who had been prompted by Gothic convention to make assumptions 

about the mansion’s former purpose, the scratched floor and wallpaper removed in great 

patches above the bed were no doubt the undertaking of a frustrated captive. Perhaps 

more unsettling is the “very funny mark” that the narrator notices on the wall.80 It was 

…low down, near the mop board. A streak that runs around the room. It 

goes behind every piece of furniture, except the bed, a long straight, even 

smooch, as if it had been rubbed over and over. I wonder how it was done 

and who did it and what they did it for. Round and round and round—

round and round and round—it makes me dizzy!81 

The narrator’s questioning of how the mark was made challenges the reader to 

imagine a hapless inmate creeping around the room’s perimeter. By the end of the story, 

the now insane narrator’s own “shoulder fits in that long smooch around the wall, so I 
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cannot lose my way.”82 Now, her conduct is uncontrolled, while the consequences of her 

destructive behaviours correspond to the damage that she innocently recalled in the 

opening descriptions. For example, she tries to move the archaic bed but it “will not 

move! I tried to lift it and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a little 

piece of one corner—but it hurt my teeth.”83 

This section has explored the importance of setting for the reader’s evaluation of the 

narrator’s status in the story. Gillman’s rewriting of the home’s past inhabitation through 

the nursery’s new occupant is reinforced by multiple references to Bertha Mason.84 The 

resemblance between the two mad women’s conduct, demeanour, and setting allows the 

inhumanity that characterised Bertha’s segregated garret to suffuse the sick room in The 

Yellow Wallpaper. The cruelty associated with Bertha’s care is redirected to the rest 

cure. The sick room is a palimpsest for an experience of domestic confinement which 

draws on obsolete methods. Gilman saw that Christian relations of power and knowledge 

that required women to dedicate their lives to the home and family were similarly 

outdated. In The Home Gilman writes, “The home in its non-essential conditions, if 

wrongly placed in our scheme of thought, if misunderstood, if out of proportion and 

loaded with anachronisms, works evil.”85 On the subject of evil, the following section 

explains how the problems occurring for the narrator in the sick room take on a wider 

meaning for domestic architecture’s oppression of women more generally. I will 

describe the enlargement of the problem as it is depicted in the story through Gilman’s 

literary manipulation of discourses concerning a seemingly innocuous decorative 

element: wallpaper. 

Reading the Wallpaper as a Commentary on the Designer’s Ethical 

Responsibility 

I never saw a worse paper in my life. One of those sprawling flamboyant 

patterns committing every artistic sin. It is dull enough to confuse the eye 

in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate and provoke study, 

and when you follow the lame uncertain curves for a little distance they 

suddenly commit suicide – plunging off at outrageous angles, destroy 

themselves in unheard of contradictions. The colour is repellent, almost 

revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, strangely faded by the slow-
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turning sunlight. It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sticky 

sulphur tint in others.86 

This section highlights an underexplored relationship in the story between the 

narrator’s mental health and the ethical context of interior design. To do this, I will 

discuss the ways that Gilman uses the sick room’s wallpaper to implicate design 

practitioners in her polemic on the home and its failure to encourage the development of 

fulfilled, independent women. A medical discourse concerning wallpaper illustrates how 

designers of that period compromised women’s emotional health and wellbeing at home 

in a comparable way to doctors. The relation positions Victorian architects and designers 

among those professions that reinforced a labour structure which defined women’s 

developmental status and progress in the world along certain lines. 

It is relevant to my analysis that Gilman had an erudite knowledge of design 

practices. She attended the Rhode Island School of Design between 1878 and 1880 to 

study graphics, which she pursued professionally for a short period.87 She was personally 

acquainted with William Morris, who was known for designing elaborately patterned, 

jewel toned wallpapers.88 In addition to her design prowess, Gilman had been treated for 

neurasthenia under S Weir Mitchell’s care. She was also a professional writer. With a 

broad knowledge of design, medical and literary discourses, Gilman wrote convincingly 

about wallpapers’ impact on health. Her rhetoric for the wallpaper derived from 

literature, but the themes that she elaborated were informed by contemporary issues 

concerning it. Questions raised by the story include Victorian deliberations about 

wallpaper’s arsenical content, the impact of patterning on psychological health, and 

considerations of ‘truth’ and ‘falsity’ in wallpaper design. I will outline Gilman’s 

multidimensional perspective on the wallpaper as an articulation of her more 

comprehensive criticism of domestic architecture. 

In his study of George Beard, Tom Lutz’s book American Nervousness, 1903: An 

Anecdotal History, (1991), devotes a chapter to Gilman and Edith Wharton, a fellow 
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American novelist and sufferer of neurasthenia. Lutz writes about Gilman’s intent in 

her works, where he identifies a contradictory positioning between her virulent attack 

on the medical profession and her acceptance of its precepts and curative practices.89 

He views the contradiction as a product of Gilman’s flawed thinking, which is itself an 

erroneous conclusion by Lutz. Lutz is best appreciated for his descriptions of the 

medical discourse on wallpaper as it relates to the story. Interestingly, his findings lead 

him to interpret the insane narrator’s determination to escape the confines of 

domesticity by tearing off the wallpaper as an act of self-poisoning.90 He uses his 

analysis of arsenic in wallpaper to show that “the critique of domesticity many readers 

find implied in this central metaphor [the wallpaper] turns out itself to have had a 

medical history.”91 I will move beyond Lutz’s conclusion by re-looking at John 

Kellogg’s Household Manual of Domestic Hygiene, 1875, and Robert W Edis’s Our 

Homes and How to Make Them Healthy, 1883. My elaboration of these works in their 

relation to The Yellow Wallpaper emphasises a correspondence between the medical 

and design professions that proved architects and designers as much responsible for 

women’s domestic malaise as doctors (and husbands) were. 

Of all the sick room’s unpleasant qualities in The Yellow Wallpaper, the one that the 

narrator dislikes the most, the wallpaper, would seem comparatively benign to 

contemporary thinking. Yet, wallpaper was a much discussed topic and design challenge 

in the late nineteenth century. Design advocates and health reformers held strong 

opinions about the choice and proper application of a wallpaper’s pattern, its chemical 

constitution, as well as its physical and psychical impact on health.92 Of foremost 

importance to health reformers was the “vexed question” of wallpaper’s “arsenical 

colouring” as architect Robert Edis described the issue in his contribution to Our Homes 

and How to Make them Healthy, 1883.93 On the one hand, arsenic had certain therapeutic 
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qualities, on the other, the substance was a known poison. Edis explained that “Arsenic, 

in the hands of a skilled physician, is a valuable tonic, and when successfully employed 

improves the complexion by improving the nerves and general health.”94 Another 

contributor to Our Homes, Malcolm Morris, elaborated, “When given as a medicine, 

arsenic acts as an important nervine tonic. Its action is well known, so that physicians 

administer it over long periods and in increasing doses, not only without bad, but with 

decidedly good results.”95 

For the greater part, though, medical experts considered arsenic hazardous. Its 

popular application as a wallpaper colourant was distrusted in case of inadvertent 

exposure to the chemical. In his Household Manual of Domestic Hygiene, 1875, Kellogg 

warned of “poisonous papers” which in some instances had caused death.96 Although 

several of the wallpaper colours were produced using arsenical compounds, Kellog 

advised that the “most dangerous colour was green.”97 Despite the chemical’s role in the 

formation of several colours, a simple test for the presence of arsenic in coloured paper 

would reveal “little yellow crystals.”98 

Interestingly, the word arsenic has an etymological derivation from Middle Persian; 

the word “zarnik” translates to “gold-coloured.”99 It is possible that the tonal 

correspondence between arsenic and the yellow of the wallpaper in the story affirms the 

chemical insinuations of Gilman’s colour choice, which was not incidental. In her book 

chapter, “Overwriting Decadence: Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Oscar Wilde, and the 

Feminization of Art in The Yellow Wall-Paper,” 2000, Ann Heilmann finds cultural 

examples that affiliate the colour yellow with patriarchy.100 Supporting Heilmann’s view is 

arsenic’s secondary etymological derivation from a Greek dialect, meaning “male, strong, 
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virile” or “masculine.”101 Such a connection would align the yellow wallpaper-lined sick 

room to an imbalance of power between genders where men held the advantage. 

The following is an exert from a specialised chapter in Our Homes, (1883) by 

Malcolm Morris, titled “Arsenic in Papers and Paints.”102 Gilman, in my opinion, 

engages with the discourse on arsenic to amplify her criticism of women’s subjugation 

by medicine, the sick room cure, and domestic architecture. Morris advises that 

People have frequently told me that they themselves live in rooms 

papered with palpably arsenical papers, and that they still enjoy good 

health, and do not intend to have them removed. My answer to this is, 

that either they do not occupy any particular room for long together, or 

they belong to that fortunate class of persons who can take arsenic with 

impunity . . . It is those who live in, who use their rooms, who ought to be 

protected from what has been not inaptly termed the "devil's dust." 103 

Morris used the “devil’s dust” analogy to describe the surreptitious way in which 

arsenic could infiltrate every room in the house. 104 He explained that “To make the 

colour adhere to the surface, size or organic matter of some kind is introduced, whether it 

be used to stain paper or the fibres of which muslin is composed. This when dry cracks 

and peels off with the slightest friction.”105 Kellogg concurred that the “poison is 

brushed off the surface of arsenical wall-paper into the air by the rubbing of pictures, 

garments, etc., which come into contact with it.”106 The ordinary act of hanging a picture 

or brushing a wall with a sleave had the potential to cause sickness, even death. In The 

Yellow Wallpaper, the narrator indicates that the wallpaper becomes pervasive, and 

contaminates other areas of the house by staining clothes yellow. Jennie, the narrator’s 

sister-in-law and nurse, “said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had 

found yellow smooches on all [her] clothes and John’s, and she wished [they] would be 

more careful!”107 

In addition to arsenic’s propensity to fragment, Morris described the dangers of its 

tendency to vaporise in certain environmental conditions. He writes, 
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some of the more potent forms of arsenic are very volatile, and become 

gaseous at a very low temperature, as evidenced by their odour and 

yellowish colour; and though the ordinary observer may not detect the 

vapours, they are carried and diffused by the motion of the air in the 

moist warm days of summer, and stealthily invade the skin and lungs in 

quantities that render them very potent for evil.108 

Correspondingly, the narrator in The Yellow Wallpaper complains of an 

unidentifiable sullying of the atmosphere with a smell that hovers, skulks and hides 

throughout the mansion’s ordinary living areas. Morris raises the issue of summer 

humidity releasing the vapours. Gilman concurs that “In this damp weather it [the smell] 

is awful, I wake up in the night and find it hanging over me.”109 

It creeps all over the house. I find it hovering in the dining-room, 

skulking in the parlor, hiding in the hall, lying in wait for me on the 

stairs. It gets into my hair . . . Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head 

suddenly and surprise it—there is that smell! . . . A yellow smell!110 

By describing how the arsenic in wallpaper infiltrates the whole house, not just the 

sick room, Gilman extends the scope of her commentary about a woman’s 

disadvantaged status. The narrator notes that the “yellow” smell of arsenic, and 

therefore the home’s oppression of women, is present throughout a series of rooms on 

the mansion’s lower floor.111 

Gilman recognised that the conventions of power and knowledge that led to the 

isolation of women were as firmly fixed as the paper that “sticketh closer than a brother” 

and was attached to the nursery walls.112 Perceptively, she observed how the family’s roles 

and relations, which stemmed from Christian teaching, were reinforced, anachronistically, 

through secular institutions that governed the management of home life, like Medicine and 

Architecture. She was concerned that these institutions were furthering women’s 

disadvantage through their complacency toward conventional domestic roles and the 

home’s ostensible virtues. To make the matter worse, women were failing to recognise the 

consequences of such complacency on their emotional health and intelligence. The 

discourse on arsenic in wallpaper alerted impervious readers to the threat that domestic 

architecture’s arrangement posed to women’s welfare and progress. 
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Gilman overlays her insinuations about the wallpaper’s chemical composition with a 

medical discourse on the psychological effects of its design. Certain colours and patterns 

were known to impact occupants’ wellbeing and mental health. In terms of colour, Edis 

writes that 

various colours act upon our optic nerves to their fatigue and injury, and 

so far to the weariness and unhealthy action upon the brain, and . . . 

therefore it is a matter of interest to us how far we may use colours which 

present an harmonious and pleasant contrast to the eye, or which fatigue 

and annoy us by their harshness and inharmonious arrangement.113 

His thoughts on pattern cautioned that it could have a deleterious effect similar to 

the wrong choice of colour. Lutz references a portion of the following quote from Edis, 

who writes, 

In the selection of paper or other hangings, and in the arrangement of all 

ornament in wall or panel decoration, it becomes therefore a matter of 

importance to select none which shall have distinct and strongly-marked 

patterns in which the ornament stands out and repeats itself in endless 

multiplication and monotony; all such patterns would be a source of 

infinite torture and annoyance in times of sickness and sleeplessness, 

would materially add to our discomfort and nervous irritability, and after 

a time have a ghastly and nightmare effect upon the brain.114 

Correspondingly, in The Yellow Wallpaper, the narrator writes “On a pattern like 

this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a defiance of law, that is a constant irritant 

to a normal mind.”115 

As she has been forbidden to write, the narrator exercises her mind by analysing the 

pattern in the wallpaper. She becomes obsessed with the wallpaper, mirroring the 

housewife’s “myopia” that Gilman later described. 116 The narrator tries to rationalise the 

pattern’s complex arrangement but can make no sense of it, despite her knowledge of 

design conventions.117 She writes, 

I know a little of the principal of design, and I know this thing was not 

arranged on the laws of radiation, or alternation, or repetition, or 

symmetry, or anything else I’ve heard of. It is repeated of course by the 
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breadths, but not otherwise. Looked at in one way each breadth stands 

alone, the bloated curves and flourishes—a kind of "debased 

Romanesque" with delirium tremens—go waddling up and down in 

isolated columns of fatuity. But, on the other hand, they connect 

diagonally, and the sprawling outlines run off in great slanting waves of 

optic horror, like a lot of wallowing seaweeds in full chase. The whole 

thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I exhaust myself in 

trying to distinguish the order of its going in that direction.118 

The narrator’s inability to decipher the pattern resembles what Gilman saw as the 

fallaciousness of an inequitable division of domestic labour which was supported by the 

home’s correspondingly flawed spatial arrangement. Her contemplation of the pattern is 

furthered by her observation that “They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and 

that adds wonderfully to the confusion.”119 The narrator’s indeterminate use of “they” to 

classify the persons responsible for the installation of the frieze is vitally important to the 

implication of designers’ role in the oppression of women.120 “They” refers to the design 

professional who offered the decorative advice, or the home owner that heeded the 

advice from a design manual.121 Such guidance is offered in Charles Eastlake’s essential 

and widely circulated Hints on Household Taste, 1868 (1872 for the first American 

edition). The instruction read: 

Paperhangings should in no case be allowed to cover the whole space of a 

wall from skirting to ceiling. A ‘dado,' or plinth space of plain colour, 

either in paper or distemper, should be left to a height of two or three feet 

from the floor. This may be separated from the diapered paper above by a 

light wood moulding stained or gilded. A second space, of frieze, left just 

below the ceiling, and filled with arabesque ornament painted on a 

distemper-ground, is always effective, but of course involves some 

additional expense. The most dreary method of decorating the wall of a 

sitting-room is to cover it all over with an unrelieved pattern of 

monotonous design.122 

Eastlake’s advice dates the wallpaper’s installation to 1868, twenty-four years 

before the story’s first publication and setting. However, historian Catherine Lynn has 

found evidence that friezes were applied to American hanging arrangements much 
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earlier, from the late eighteenth century.123 Furthermore, arabesque patterns were popular 

in the mid-nineteenth century. These historical markers for the wallpaper symbolise 

domestic architecture’s role in the long-term suppression of women’s emotional and 

physical development. The insinuation held designers partly responsible for women’s 

evolutionary stalemate. 

Gilman furthers her commentary about domestic architecture’s obstruction to 

women’s progress and wellbeing through a discourse on deceptive wallpaper designs. 

Gilman recognised the steadfast Victorian belief that the home was “the cradle of all the 

virtues,” and that people “never imagine for a moment that it can cradle anything else—

in the line of ethics.”124 This assertion of authority lulled women into occupying the 

home in ways that were harming and deceiving them. Gilman drew from contemporary 

deliberations about illusionary wallpaper to make her point. 

In her history of American wallpaper, Catherine Lynn raises a debate between       

“‘truth’ and ‘falsity’” that influenced designs in the second half of the nineteenth 

century.125 The concern derived from a nineteenth century obsession with realism.126 

Lynn explains that “Critics started to find fault with the ‘eye-fooling concoctions’ in the 

traditional wallpapers of the French design, their ‘fakery’ that would ‘deceive even a 

practiced eye’; and these critics would increasingly demand honesty and simplicity.”127 

The discussion was a subset of the nineteenth century design reform movement that 

sought to teach uninformed individuals the moral value of designed objects, and how 

they shaped the character of end users.128 The reformer’s concerns extended to the 

‘honest’ appearance of patterns, forms and the use of authentic material. The terms truth 

and, more particularly, falsity, or their derivatives, reoccur in Eastlake’s Hints on 
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Household Taste.129 Concerning wallpaper, for example, Eastlake describes fashions 

which were “false in principle,” which made them unworthy for domestic application.130 

In the story, the failure to differentiate between “truth” and “falsity,” reality and 

illusion, is articulated most clearly through the depiction of wallpaper as animate. I 

believe that Gilman uses animation to describe how women were pacified into a false 

sense of security about their role within the home from childhood. 

This paper looks at me as if it knew what a vicious influence it had. There 

is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two 

bulbous eyes stare at you upside down. I get positively angry with the 

impertinence of it and the everlastingness. Up and down and sideways 

they crawl, and those absurd unblinking eyes are everywhere . . . I never 

saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before, and we all know 

how much expression they have! I used to lie awake as a child and get 

more entertainment and terror out of blank walls and plain furniture than 

most children could find in a toy-store. I remember what a kindly wink 

the knobs of our big, old bureau used to have, and there was one chair 

that always seemed like a strong friend.131 

Gilman deploys the interior décor to chart a woman’s evolving relation to the home. 

The reassuring qualities of home that figured in a girl’s imagination are compared to the 

woman’s torment. What was once a “kindly wink” of bureau knobs were now “absurd 

unblinking eyes” in the wallpaper.132 

The degree of the narrator’s mental deterioration is proportionate to the extent and 

features of the wallpaper’s decorative exuberance. Increasingly, she describes it in a 

vocabulary of toxicity and decay. 

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus. If 

you can imagine a toadstool in joints, an interminable string of 

toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions—why, that is 

something like it . . . 133 There are always new shoots on the fungus, and 

new shades of yellow all over it. It makes me think of all the yellow 

things I ever saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups, but old foul, bad 

yellow things.134 
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The house is as sick as the narrator is, and she is sick because of the house. The sick 

room fails in its task to aid the narrator’s recovery. Rather, it worsens her condition. 

Gilman uses the narrator’s preoccupation with an outdated, irritating pattern to make her 

point about the adverse effects of domestic architecture on female inhabitants. 

Interestingly, Edis explains that 

We have covered our walls with papers absolutely deleterious to bodily 

health, and have had but little regard to the mental effect of jarring 

colours and patterns, or the nervous irritability which almost 

unknowingly is excited by the use of badly-designed furniture, 

incongruous and staring decoration, and vulgar anachronisms in 

household taste, all of which, I believe, exercise to an important degree 

an influence equally damaging to our mental as bad drainage and 

improper ventilation do to our bodily health. 135 

Through the narrator’s obsession with the wallpaper, Gilman associated the 

“nervous irritability” caused by “vulgar anachronisms in household taste,” described by 

Edis, to highlight her belief that women’s focus on the home which is “out of 

proportion” is also “loaded with [Christian] anachronisms” and “works evil.”136 The 

attention that Gilman draws to the sick room’s material substrate through the wallpaper 

indicates her recognition of the need to change home architecture. Her use of a 

decorative element to make her point about the home’s effect on women particularises 

her thinking to the interior and its feminine aspects. The focus allowed her to draw on 

the interior’s gendered dynamics, spatial separations, and interconnections, to articulate 

her thoughts about the home and women’s work. The yellow wallpaper that “slaps you 

in the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon you” was a call to women to contest 

their traditional relation to the domestic sphere.137 Having explored how the wallpaper 

may have indicated the designer’s responsibility to end users, the following section looks 

beyond The Yellow Wallpaper to Gilman’s other writing to reveal how her hopes to 

empower women could be achieved through architectural change. 

Emancipating and Empowering Women Through Architectural Change 

Gilman’s vision for a more equitable division of labour involved the refashioning of 

gendered roles and duties. Women’s engagement with the public sphere demanded a 
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137 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 9. 
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modification to customary expectations of women, and what women expected of 

themselves. Gilman makes the point in The Yellow Wallpaper when the narrator exhibits 

more decisive, confident behaviour. She empowers her narrator by de-feminising and 

therefore de-sexualising the neurasthenic role that embodied Victorian ideals of 

femininity. 

Taking the rest cure in an ‘other’ domestic dwelling (the mansion)—as Mitchell 

advised his patients to do—allowed the narrator to see her ordinary, repressed 

circumstances more clearly. Paradoxically, the narrator’s insanity enables her to evaluate 

her circumstances in the sick room with greater clarity. For example, a woman whom the 

narrator had thought to be figured in the wallpaper pattern appears “plain as can be.”138 

The narrator tears off the paper to free the woman, who is her double, trapped behind the 

pattern. The act is widely interpreted as the narrator’s attempt to escape the limits of the 

home and domestic life. In response to his wife’s defiant behaviour, John faints to the 

floor in shock, like a woman, while his deranged spouse skulks triumphantly around the 

room. The narrator’s assertive, albeit unhinged, behaviour represents the shift in 

normative gender that Gilman envisioned for independent, self-sufficient women.139 The 

narrator’s behaviour reveals that women had the facility to construct their own autonomy 

and domestic freedom by re-envisioning themselves. In terms of the home’s government, 

The Yellow Wallpaper sees a figurative baton handed from priests, to doctors, to the self. 

Gilman realised that greater equality between genders could be cultivated by re-

conceptualising the home’s spatial arrangement. Altering the home’s interior architecture 

to respond to the women’s changing needs could relieve their ethical predicament. Re-

configuring or eliminating the rooms associated with women’s work would encourage 

other ways of contemplating their domestic role. Such revisioning dismantled the 

anachronistic Christian structures that materialised in the home’s architectural form. 

Catherine Golden has raised the point that “Gilman’s plans for kitchenless homes and 

house service, an essential part of her legacy, would enable women to perform meaningful 

work outside of the home to create a more human world.”140 Re-imagining the domestic 

interior to promote greater equality between genders could support women’s desire for 

fulfilment beyond the home. By removing the rooms associated with women’s role and 

work, Gilman’s architectural vision would, in a sense, de-feminise the domestic interior. 
                                                                 
138 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 10. 
139 The act nullified neurasthenia as a role option for women by altering the domestic conditions in which 
the disease was propagated. Lutz, American Nervousness, 231. 
140 Golden, Charlotte Perkins Gilman's the Yellow Wallpaper a Sourcebook Aand Critical Editon, 109. 
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After the publication of The Yellow Wallpaper, Gilman produced several short 

stories that depicted everyday scenarios in non-conventional dwellings. In these stories 

Gilman elaborated situations involving women’s changed moral composure in 

environments designed to facilitate their employment outside the home. In Building 

Domestic Liberty, Polly Wynn Allen groups the accommodations into different spatial 

typologies.141 She explains that some stories “portrayed apartment hotels or boarding 

houses as the setting for progressively liberated lifestyles.”142 In other stories, kitchens 

and laundries were completely abolished in favour of clusters of homes which were 

linked to communal utility areas.143 In those arrangements, tasks like washing and 

cooking would be shared among communities of women. Babies would be taken care of 

in nurseries, or “baby garden[s]” as Gilman translated ‘jardin d’enfants’ while their 

mothers engaged in other employment.144 In a third set of stories, Gilman depicts 

alliances between women who met at “clubhouses” to share in domestic tasks and 

preparatory training for work outside the home.145 Gilman’s re-visioning of women’s 

work and gendered spaces provided readers with viable possibilities that could support a 

new and more secular inhabiting relation to the home.146 

Gilman expanded her vision for the reform of domestic architecture beyond the 

medium of utopian literature. She disseminated her thoughts in her own magazine, The 

Forerunner, between 1909-1916, and published extensively in other widely circulated 

journals.147 These publications were intended to recruit agencies responsible for the 

                                                                 
141 Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 146. 
142 Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 146. See Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Forsythe and Forsythe," The 
Foreunner 1913, 1-5. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Her Housekeeper," The Foreunner 1910, 2-8. Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman, "Martha's Mother," The Foreunner 1910, 1-6. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Her Memories," 
The Foreunner 1912, 197-201. For synopses see Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 146-151. 
143 See Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "A Cleared Path," The Foreunner 1912, 253-258. Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman, "Making a Change," The Foreunner 1911, 311-315. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Old Mrs Crosley," 
The Foreunner 1911, 283-287. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "The Cottagette," The Foreunner 1910, 1-5. For 
synopses of these stories see Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 151-155. 
144 Her short story, Making A Change is about childcare, Gilman, "Making a Change," 311-315. Davidoff 
and Hall explain that children depicted as gardens was a metaphor for domesticity. See Davidoff and Hall, 
Family Fortunes, 373. 
145 Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 146. See Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "A Council of War," The Foreunner 
1913, 197-201. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "A Surplus of Women," The Foreunner 1916, 113-118. For 
synopses see Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 155-158. 
146 Allen suggests that  

“To dwell imaginatively for a few moments in a landscape with connected domestic facilities suggests 
powerfully that such environments are both desirable and achievable.” Allen, Building Domestic 
Liberty, 162. 

147 See for example, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "The Home without a Kitchen," Puritan 7, no. December 
(1899). Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Homes without Housekeeping: A Present Demand," Delineator 69, no. 
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design and urban planning of cities.148 Gilman’s attention to socio-political contexts 

connects her imaginative techniques to architectural practices in the governmental 

concerns of populations. The construction of ideal realities in her fiction is crucial to her 

wider purpose. It was through the more intimate medium of literature that she could 

appeal to her reader’s imaginations individually in matters of domestic ethics. 

This analysis of The Yellow Wallpaper has looked beyond its conventional reading 

as a repudiation of the rest cure to see it as a critical commentary of a domestic 

architecture that oppressed women. Using Gothic techniques, Gilman portrayed the 

historic mansion as an ominous symbol of women’s anachronistic segregation from 

public life. The narrator’s isolation in the sick room as component of the rest cure 

provided the platform for Gilman’s wider commentary on women’s inward-looking 

relation to the home and its effects on their progress and health. She made her point 

through the narrator’s obsessive, disproportionately focussed engagement with the 

wallpaper. Gilman used an ordinary, seemingly harmless decorative element to prompt 

women to understand themselves as subjects of a harmful interior. 

Gilman sought to highlight women’s disadvantaged status in gender relations that 

surfaced through the home. She used the example of the two sick rooms, one with “roses 

all over the window,” the other with “fungus” on the walls, to highlight the importance 

of autonomous choice.149 She also implied that the spatial quality and arrangement of 

rooms had the capacity to foster or impede the narrator’s moral relation to herself. By 

counterpoising the wallpaper-lined sick room against the ‘garden interior,’ Gilman 

conveyed a sense of living without the anachronistic Christian encumbrances that 

characterised the Victorian home. Gilman’s later writings reveal that such liberating 

qualities could be realised through the home’s interior architecture. Re-imagining the 

domestic interior to promote greater equality between genders could support women’s 

desire for fulfilment beyond the home.150 

This chapter has formed a connection to several of the questions concerning the 

interior, the self, and the processes of secularisation that have been raised throughout the 

                                                                                                                                                                                      

May (1907). Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "A Garden of Babies," Success 12, no. June (1909). These titles are 
among dozens of others. Refer Chapter 5 in Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 103-117. 
148 Allen, Building Domestic Liberty, 105. 
149 Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper, 2, 11. 
150 The narrator’s behaviour reveals that women had the facility to construct their own domestic freedom 
by re-envisioning themselves. In terms of the home’s government, The Yellow Wallpaper sees a figurative 
baton handed from priests, to doctors, to the self. 
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thesis. It addresses the bounds of a Christian woman’s domestic role, discussed in 

Chapter One. It expands on themes of architecture’s animation and the expression of past 

life and experience through the interior from Chapter Two. In addition, Chapter Two 

introduced a reframing of women’s conventional gendered role and domestic work 

practices through a minor discourse of spiritualism. In Chapter Four, I announce the 

themes in The Yellow Wallpaper by looking at the Gothic imagination, and recollections 

of Bertha Mason’s anachronistic garret in Jane Eyre. The history of rest cure that is 

discussed in Chapter Five provides the context for understanding The Yellow Wallpaper 

as a wider commentary on Victorian domestic architecture. These multiple aspects of the 

interior and self have come together cohesively in this final Chapter Six, as a 

contribution to the history of ourselves that is framed through the domestic interior. 
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Conclusion 

In this study I examine the provenance, genealogy, or history of present day 

domestic norms by reconstructing the historical systems of knowledge and the way they 

affect ordinary life. The thesis chapters offer intimate insights to the relationship 

between the self and the domestic interior characteristic of British and American life in 

the Victorian period. The studies foreground a series of nineteenth-century character-

types: the depraved evangelical, the promiscuous socialite, the grieving spinster, the 

scorned spiritualist, the bestial hysteric, the nervous woman, the false but desirable 

neurasthenic, and finally, Gilman’s feminist. Describing the diverse types of inhabitants, 

their susceptibilities, and ways of overcoming them through the interior, I have followed 

a historical trajectory from a religious toward a secular understanding of the self, home, 

and domestic life.  

The different inhabiting types and the spaces they live in channel authority or come to 

challenge power, all the while engaging with the domestic interior. Priests, spiritualists, 

and psychiatrists once guided certain kinds of domestic behaviour, identities, and 

sensibilities. Yet, with an emphasis on self-care and individualisation, I have shown how 

domestic inhabitants took the liberty of accepting, questioning or rejecting guidance 

provided as they pleased. Personal interpretations of domestic ‘law’ affected how each 

authority’s respective views of an ‘ideal’ domestic life were manifested through the 

conception, design, management and material substrate of home surroundings. Individual 

agency was key to the inhabitant’s transformative and increasingly secular understanding 

of themselves through the interior. What began as Christian soul-craft has ended with a 

‘de-feminised’ interior via Gilman’s revisioning of domestic space. To arrive at this 

conclusion, the thesis has involved several discussions of interior spaces, women, and 

femininity, some of which have offered new insights into the problem of the interior. The 

plurality of subjectivities, especially feminine subjectivities, that the thesis describes 

highlights the multiple ways that ethics can inform discussions of the interior beyond 

concerns of decoration or the morality of objects.  

In addition, I have emphasised the role and value of the published outcomes of a 

range of ‘experts’ whose work had a bearing on understanding the domestic environment 

although they were not designers per se. My dissertation has explored religious tracts 

about how to conduct one’s self, home, and family; handbooks which aided the 
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management of domestic bereavement; and those which explained how to prepare a sick 

room to discreetly care for mentally ill family members. Another set of guides described 

how to overcome a medically prescribed character flaw: neurasthenia. By offering 

advice about how to live ‘properly’ by inhabiting the domestic interior in particular 

ways, these varied mediums figured as precursors to the architectural photographs and 

other popular ways of modelling domestic life, like television, with which we are 

familiar today.  

Like the Victorian ‘self-help guides,’ contemporary media technologies influence 

the way that we inhabit our surroundings by modelling behaviour, as Nikolas Rose has 

explained. My research helps us to recognise the workings of contemporary media as a 

tool of power that shapes how we live and therefore our domestic identity. Television is 

a media that communicates contemporary means of self-care and the care of others.  It is 

a mainstream platform for demonstrating techniques that shape socially competent 

domestic inhabitants and citizens. Take, for example, the understanding that 

conscientious parenting entails teaching children to moderate their own behaviour. One 

UK parenting guru and television personality advises the despairing parents appearing 

on her program to send their unruly children to the “naughty corner” at home, which is 

equivalent to sending them to their room as an alternative enclosure for domestic 

offenders.1 This kind of ‘home schooling,’ modelled for parents on popular television 

and additional media like radio and podcasts, provides children with an understanding of 

their surroundings, and the kinds of behaviour expected of them within it. Taming 

impulsive urges in children and limiting emotional outbursts (in supermarket aisles and 

other public spaces) requires that the child develops a capacity to contemplate the 

consequence of behaviour for their personal and social well-being. Such critical self-

reflection can be cultivated—taught and learned—through the home. Ensuring that a 

child can ‘behave themselves’ is a sign of a competent parent and a well-raised child. 

Whereas mannerly children are disciplined at home, a plethora of home renovation and 

gardening programs for adults demonstrate the design and choice of contemporary 

surrounds as a means and measure of self-realisation.  

The Soul-Crafted Interior helps us to see that references to naughty corners and the 

patterns of behaviour associated with culturally-specific terms like ‘lagom’ and ‘hygge’ 

(or comfort for that matter) are just some of the ways connections between our homes, 

                                                                 
1 "The Howat Family,"  in Supernanny (Televsion: Warner Brothers, 2005). Produced 2004 – 2011. 
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lifestyles and selfhoods are established, demonstrated and normalised. They are like 

cognitive maps or imaginative frameworks whereby individuals, under the influence of 

the media, respond intuitively to their surroundings, recognise available choices, and 

make judgments that shape their identity through their engagement with the built 

environment. Our presumed freedom to choose how we live in our homes makes us 

largely responsible for the character and course of our lives and our domestic identity. 

Our choices are determined by an objective to achieve a sense of wholeness or 

fulfilment. As life’s circumstances change, what will make us feel ‘complete,’ will 

depend on the kinds of aspirations and predicaments that we face, and correspondingly, 

on our ethical needs as we perceive them to be.2  

Furthermore, I consider that the historically specific procedures of inhabitation I 

discuss contribute to the understanding of the designer’s role as an ethical agent and 

authority. Like priests, spiritualists and psychiatrists, designers are cognisant of 

culturally appropriate behaviours in the domestic realm. For example, the “self-denial” 

and “separation from the world” that Ryle advocated in his sermons are reflected in 

Kerr’s treatise The Gentleman’s House, when he described a need for homes to 

demonstrate “moderation,” “restraint,” and “self-denial” in their designs.3 In more 

contemporary terms, Taylor and Levine explain that “The designers’ concern for wasted 

space parallels common training of children to care for their own living spaces or 

bedrooms; the secreting of possessions to the closet or shelf entails the inculcation of 

tidiness and visual order as measures of environmental awareness and proper personal 

conduct.”4 This ascetic order of tidiness is reflected visually through photographs of 

unoccupied living rooms that help to frame our modern inhabiting relation to the interior. 

Comparing Kerr’s and other Victorian domestic guides to contemporary media suggests 

that a privileging of the visual in architectural practices over written or literary 

discourses appears to have risen in concert with the shift toward secular life.  

The types of historical dilemmas explored in the thesis have been emotionally 

charged, which has established the interior as a place in which Victorians sought solace, 

comfort, wellness, and fulfillment. These are concerns of the soul. Emphasising the 

subject’s sensibilities, desires, and aspirations to attain a greater understanding of the 

built environment has helped to reinstate the “vast areas of social experience” that Robin 

                                                                 
2 On our moral relation to ourselves see, Foucault, "Afterword Interview: On the Genealogy of Ethics" 238. 
3 Ryle, Knots Untied, 14. Kerr, The Gentleman's House, 90, 86, 86. 
4 Taylor and Levine, Prospects for an Ethics of Architecture, 6. 
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Evans found obliterated from architectural practice, especially from the plan, which 

parallels the photograph’s omissions.5 The connection of social experience to 

architecture which I have established in my studies of the interior and its inhabitants has 

helped to shed light on how interior design affects lifestyle, imagination, and identity.  

Further, the thesis has surveyed an evolution in the workings of pastoral power. 

The series of chapters have explored how forms of care directed though the Church 

were transformed within other more secular institutions. The change is often signified 

in emergent ways. For example, in Chapter Two, Houghton crudely performs church 

rituals or ‘theatre’ in séance, an act which highlights a more secular setting and 

context. In Chapter Five, Mitchell uses ‘suggestion,’ which was a primitive medical 

form of moral guidance, interrogation, and confession. By contrast, Gilman’s 

protagonist heralds a change to the workings of pastoral power by severing ties to the 

conventionalised relations of power, knowledge and subjectivity that impeded 

women’s progress. The emphasis on the transformability of ascetic practices and the 

authorities that guided them in the Victorian period indicates that their processes 

continue to operate in vestigial ways through the modern interior as places of spatial 

order, emotional recuperation, and wellness.  

The Soul-Crafted Interior’s contribution to the history of ourselves highlights the 

relevance and value of the interior for approaches to the study of architecture, to which it 

is inextricably linked but often deemed subordinate. The reason for this, as we have seen, 

is the understanding of the interior as a feminine domain, and the institutions’ support of 

Christian patriarchal structures which manifested in the interior in the Victorian period. 

Yet, by focussing on self-care, human relations, and inhabitational modes, I have shown 

that interior design or decoration, as feminine constructs, can structure the ideals of an 

entire society, as Gilman’s example illustrates.  

My examination of the subject has provided a novel way of drawing meaning and 

value from the built environment. My aim has been to offer a greater understanding of 

ourselves as inhabitants of an interior. In doing so I have contributed to the 

understanding of the designer’s ethical status and responsibility. Like the priests, 

spiritualists, doctors, and authors before them, designers and architects need to recognise 

that they hold similarly directive roles in the home and other built environments. The 

design of workplaces, for example, provides fertile ground for the ethical considerations 
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of end users, since the profitability of corporations largely relies on the wellbeing, 

contentedness, and productivity of employees. The education and training of design 

professionals should foster such an awareness, and emphasise the hand that designers 

play in shaping sensibilities, identities, and lives.  
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