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[bookmark: _GoBack]Daily life in Victorian England was dependent and constrained by social order and one’s class in society. One’s position in society depended not only on income, but also on the type of work performed and family name. The manners, speech, clothing, education, and values of an individual indicated the class to which they belonged. During the Victorian period, the middle class grew in size and importance due to the Industrial Revolution, which created new wealth and opportunities for the British people. Victorian society indicated the standards of how someone should work, dress, act, converse, eat, run a household, and take care of children. If any of these standards were broken, society considered it to be vulgar and immoral. Handbooks and manuals were published as a reference to foster and promote conformity to the standards of living of the middle class deemed acceptable by societal notions. Due to the importance of social status, the home became an object of displaying a family’s wealth and position in society. Entertainment was an important aspect of life in Victorian England; therefore, middle class families invited visitors to their homes for diner, tea, recitals, and other functions. The drawing room was one of the most important rooms of the house because it was one of the few rooms that guests would enter. Due to the standards set forth in manuals and handbooks, the furnishings and decorations in the drawing room became a symbol of wealth and social status which confirmed a middle class family’s respectability in Victorian England.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  The leading secondary sources on Victorian homes and drawing rooms include Andrea K. Tange, Architectural Identities: Domesticity, Literature and the Victorian Middle Classes (Toronto; Buffalo; London: University of Toronto Press, 2010); Deirdre H. McMahon and Janet C. Myers, The Objects and Textures of Everyday Life in Imperial Britain (England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2016); Sally Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2009); Judith Flanders, Inside the Victorian Home: A Portrait of Domestic Life in Victorian England (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2003); Lisa Daniels, “Houses as They Might Be: Rediscovering Rhonda and Agnes Garrett and Their Influence on the Victorian Middle- Class Home” The Journal of the Decorative Art Society 1850 - the Present, no. 35. (2011) 82-101; Annmarie Adams, Domestic Architecture and Victorian Feminism: Doctors, Houses and Women, 1870-1900 (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996); and Emma Ferry, “‘Decorators May Be Compared to Doctors’: An Analysis of Rhonda and Agnes Garret’s “Suggestions of House Decoration in Painting, Woodwork and Furniture”” Journal of Design History 16, no. 1 (2003) 15-33. ] 

The drawing room was a way to identify a family’s status in society, as it was literally and spiritually the center of a Victorian house. A typical home of a middle class family had multiple levels. It would generally have a bottom story that was partially below ground, similar to a basement, a ground floor, and additional floors above the ground level. The ground floor included the house’s entrance hall, the dining room, a library or office for the man of the house. The first floor contained the most important and elegant room of the house, the drawing room, which, in some homes, occupied the entire level. The drawing room, depending on its size, could have been compartmentalized into separate rooms for other specific activities, such as recitals and galleries.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, 112] 

The layout of the Victorian home illustrates the division of Victorian’s private and public spheres. Each room had its own purpose, whether it was for personal use or entertaining. The drawing room belonged to the family’s public sphere, because it served the purpose of entertaining visitors and guest. Children were not allowed to go into the room, only for special occasions such as Christmas.[footnoteRef:3] The drawing room was the place in which women spent most of their time, where the mistress of the home would engage herself in letter writing, sewing, reading, visiting, conversation, reviewing household accounts, interviewing domestic servants, or undertaking other activities to occupy her time.[footnoteRef:4] When guests were visited, they would gather in the drawing room to drink tea, craft, play cards or games, play music, or perform other forms of appropriate entertainment. In her domestic handbook, Mrs. Panton states, “fine manners are a necessity and a certain amount of manners is maintained by the use of a room that holds our dearest treasures and sees little of the seamy side of life.”[footnoteRef:5] The drawing room was the woman’s domain of the house. In the drawing room, a certain politeness had to be maintained, proper evening ware always had to be worn and any annoyances or cigar smoke were not prohibited. It was the one room where everything had to be perfectly on display. Everything that happened in the drawing room showcased of the family’s prosperity and station, and consequently, maintained the “mutual respect that a husband a and wife should have for each other, which is a surer mean of happiness.”[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Adams, Domestic Architecture and Victorian Feminism in the Family Way: Doctors, Houses and Women, 1870-1900, 138]  [4:  Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, 113 and Tange, Architectural Identities, 68]  [5:  Panton, From Kitchen to Garret: Hints for Young Householders, 86]  [6:  Quote by Mrs. Panton, From Kitchen to Garret: Hints for Young Householders, 86] 

	The wife, children, and the house were the outward indicators of a man’s achievements in the world. It was not simply the ownership of property that measured his accomplishments, but the style of living that truly mattered. Mrs. Ellis’s instruction manual, The Wives of England, addresses that it was “scarcely necessary to point out the loss of character and influence occasioned by living below our station.” In this quote, Mrs. Ellis explains that it was shameful for a family if they fail to live to the man’s successes. She also explains that it was immoral to not live up to what the man of the house has earned, as it was hard-earned and a blessing to be in a position within a class. If a family did not fully enjoy the pleasures that they received and in any way resembled aspects of the working class, then it would have also been greatly looked down upon by others of the middle class.
	The concept of class emphasized and labeled one’s purpose and place in society according to the societal norms and preconceived notions. The divided layout of the Victorian house labeled and designated rooms that accommodated each gender. The dining room and the drawing room introduced the concept of gendered spaces, as they demonstrated a distinction between masculine and feminine domains. Homes were designed to provide designated areas that specifically accentuated masculine and feminine themes. The drawing room was the woman’s room, while the dining room was the man’s area of the house, as it reflected masculinity and dominance.[footnoteRef:7] The drawing room was understood as a place where the woman of the house had an active presence within it, and the heights of her feminine perfection were defined both through certain actions, such as her politeness and hospitality, and the design of the room itself. [footnoteRef:8] Ideally, the drawing room was designed similarly to the desired qualities of a middle class - delicate, tasteful, moral, and orderly.  [7:  Adams, Domestic Architecture and Victorian Feminism in the Family Way: Doctors, Houses and Women, 1870-1900, ]  [8:  Tange, Architectural Identities, 138 and ] 

The drawing room required tasteful and balanced furnishings and decorations in order to subtly display wealth and social status. Balance was the key to properly design a drawing room and manuals often offered contradicting advice: furnishing and decorating a drawing room with too little materials was considered a social disgrace, yet extensively decorated and adorned room was also inappropriate because “the greatest sin of all was living above one’s income.” [footnoteRef:9] Despite living in an age of progress and industrialization, people believed that new concepts and designs were intolerable; however, they did not want to be described as old fashioned. With this paradoxical attitude, newly married middle class couples faced pressures and difficulties in designing their homes. Information written in the domestic/interior design handbooks, manuals, and journals, such as From Kitchen to Garret and Suggestions of House Decoration[footnoteRef:10], provided unrealistic expectations that were practically impossible to follow, thus these young individuals struggled in their attempt to establish themselves in their community.  [9:   Flanders, Inside the Victorian home, 169]  [10:  Panton, From Kitchen to Garret: Hints for Young Householders and Garrett and Garret, Suggestions of House Decoration and Ferry, “Decorators May Be Compared to Doctors”, 21
] 

 “Show me your furniture and I will tell you what you are.”[footnoteRef:11] The drawing room was the first room guests would see; therefore, it was essential that a women’s furniture and decorations created excellent first and lasting impressions. At the beginning of the Victorian period, sofas, ottomans, upright and easy chairs, stools, writing desks, console tables, work tables, sewing tables, and a large round table for the center of the room were part of an ordinary drawing room, generally leaving little expense to spare.[footnoteRef:12] In 1857, J.H Walsh wrote the Manual of Domestic Economy and commented on the amount of money that should be spent on furnishing a house. He suggests that a prosperous family with three bedrooms and two servants could be fully furnished for £585. If a family had an income of £100, he thought they should expect to spend £83 on the initial furniture for the home.[footnoteRef:13] Expenditures on home furnishings were so great, that a man would put marriage on hold until he saved enough of his earnings to support a wife and home. Popular items bought by the upper middle class and gentry were more expensive, which led to the creation of imitation furniture and decorations for the lower classes. Handbooks emphasized the importance of avoiding the less expensive imitation furniture, as it was considered vulgar because it degraded a family’s status and wealth. The furniture a man purchased was meant to last a lifetime, so it was essential that the couple purchased items that would be high in quality, more durable, and have a timeless style. [footnoteRef:14]Many couples spent a significant portion of their money on the drawing room and other public areas of the house and would spend less money on the bedrooms and other private rooms of the house.  [11:  “Furniture and its Influence on Civilization,” The Furniture Gazette (August 30, 1879 )143]  [12:  Mitchell, Daily Life in Victorian England, 114]  [13:  Flanders, Inside the Victorian home, 170]  [14:  Matthew Denney, "Quaint Furniture." Furniture History 39 (2003): 141-55] 

In the 1860s and 1870s, men began to write home design articles and manuals, which indicated to their anxious female readers that decorating their home was a serious matter. These manuals clearly stated that it was necessary for the furniture of the drawing room to reflect its femininity. A significant decision had to be made when a couple when the time came to choose the wood of the drawing room’s furniture, as wood was associated with positive personal characteristics or gender categories that the consumer wanted to announce through its display. Oak reflected English tradition; mahogany and rosewood suggested luxury and femininity; walnut was a neutral wood and implied a reserved characteristic.[footnoteRef:15] The drawing room’s was a personification of the family, thus it was important that the household’s furnishings and decorations were tasteful and well-designed, just like the family.  [15:  McMahon and Mayers, The Objects and Textures of Everyday Life in Imperial Britain, 62] 

These men noted that it was not whether a household’s had good or poor taste, but whether its taste was right or wrong according to society’s standards. Furnishings in the drawing room had to have a balance between aesthetic, good taste, and individual expression.[footnoteRef:16] This balance was a major cause of concern for homemakers, whether male or female, as their standing in society depended on it. The idea of good taste and style of decorating changed over time, as indicated in the manuals; nevertheless, a few themes and items remained desirable throughout the period. Desirable decorations and features included: genre pictures, elaborate fire place mantels, pianos, Lincrusta[footnoteRef:17] wallpaper, drapery, Japanese fans, Turkish antimacassar, and Middle Eastern textiles. Genre paintings on the walls contained scenes, which expressed virtue, morality, and intellect. They were popular throughout the nineteenth century, as it exhibited the family’s goodness and their values for their visitors to notice. Robert Edis, an arbiter of interior design, recommended that the mantel of the fireplace should be the dominant feature in all drawing rooms and that the best way to decorate the mantel was to set a few ornaments on it; such placing a clock in the center with candlesticks, vases, and oriental-themed objects. [footnoteRef:18]  The importance of the mantel was to demonstrate the family’s decorative simplicity to their visitors. Mrs. Panton, advised that the piano was a vital necessity in one’s drawing room to displaying ornaments, as well as to be played for an audience because life music was always an enjoyed form of entertainment.[footnoteRef:19] In the late 1870s through the 1890s, a taste for Middle Eastern exotica appeared in many drawing rooms. This area of the room was called the “cozy corner” and it was generally in a corner near the fireplace. It was typically decorated with cushions draped in colored Persian scarves and richly patterned textile hangings. [footnoteRef:20]Foreign items such as Persian scarves and oriental fans in the middle class home were used to exhibit the family’s individuality and personality, as well as to show the wealth of the man and his access to these items.  [16:  C. Bornhorst-Winslow, “T The Important Role Played by Household Crafts in the Lives of Nineteenth-Century Women in Britain and America (Master’s thesis) (Ohio: Wright State University, 2009)]  [17:  Lincrusta is a type wallpaper that has a raised design. Flanders, Inside the Victorian home, 184]  [18:  Flanders, Inside the Victorian home, 195]  [19:  Flanders, Inside the Victorian home, 174]  [20:  Daphne Spain. "The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study (review)." Victorian Studies 45, no. 3 (2003): 568-569] 

	The contradictory world of the Victorian period consisted of structured of rules for home decoration and furnishings for each class. Even though manuals caused families a great amount of anxiety to conform to the gender-specific taste of furniture and decoration, and other expectations set by society of one’s drawing room, it also met with a degree of security. When a family followed advice books for the furnishings and decorations within their drawing room, they were settled into a well-respected and socially accepted seat within their community.
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