
Crafting Agency: Evaluating the Decorative Role of the Nineteenth-Century French
Housewife

3k
IS-

AVs'J

*

A Thesis submitted to the faculty of 
San Francisco State University 

In partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for 

the Degree

Master of Arts 

In 

Art

by

Natasha Jennifer Kleit 

San Francisco, California 

May 2015



Copyright by 
Natasha Jennifer Kleit 

2015



CERTIFICATION OF APPROVAL

I certify that I have read Crafting Agency: Evaluating the Decorative Role of the 

Nineteenth-Century French Housewife by Natasha Jennifer Kleit, and that in my opinion 

this work meets the criteria for approving a thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the 

requirement for the degree Master of Arts in Art: Art History at San Francisco State 

University.

Gwen Allen, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor

Richard Mann, Ph.D. 
Professor



Crafting Agency: Evaluating the Decorative Role of the Nineteenth-Century French
Housewife

Natasha Jennifer Kleit 
San Francisco, California 

2015

The nineteenth-century French home was a significant space for decoration. 

Every facet of the domestic interior was adorned and filled with decorative objects and 

furnishing that reflected upon a family’s wealth, cultural class understanding and taste. 

This process of home management and decoration became the housewife’s responsibility. 

By systematically and meticulously accumulating decorative objects and furnishings the 

housewife fashioned a highly constructed identity for her family and herself. The 

bourgeois housewife’s decorative processes are evaluated through the manuals, ladies 
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household. Through this decorative role the housewife could take pleasure in a creativity 

process, but more importantly she could establish autonomy within the domestic sphere.
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Introduction

French society in the mid-nineteenth century expected the bourgeois housewife to 

oversee management of all aspects of the home. Though bourgeois ladies living in 

provincial and urban dwellings experienced slightly different roles and expectations 

within the household their primary duties were the same: to run the home efficiently, 

entertain guests, guide their children’s education, and decorate their household. The city 

of Paris provided a cultural standard that dictated the responsibilities of the bourgeois 

housewife within the home. French women read fashion magazines, societal journals, and 

instructional manuals that informed and guided them on maintaining the household. 

These materials instructed women on self-adornment, home decoration and manners 

whilst inside the home. Likewise government sponsored expositions, Salon exhibitions, 

and society functions were events women attended, these cultural gatherings also inspired 

decorative taste for the household.

Within the domestic sphere the middle-class housewife sought to perfect the 

running of her interior in every aspect. Women’s domestic responsibilities included 

choosing specific decorative objects to adorn the interior. The regulation, care and 

construction of the domestic interior signaled to the outside world the status of her 

family. Her family was a part of an emerging class of citizens who now held a greater 

governmental voice, and growing financial success. Her family’s reputation as a part of
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the Bourgeoisie was reflected and reinforced in elaborately constructed rooms. Bourgeois 

status within the household was displayed through the careful selection of affordable 

objects that appeared to be overtly extravagant and expensive. French housewives would 

labor over the careful decoration of their homes to ensure their families secure status as 

bourgeois. Far from merely passively consuming the decorative objects and interiors 

depicted in magazines, women were active in negotiating a complex system of signs and 

objects, and constructing signifiers of status. They not only had to be familiar with the 

sign system but skillful in combining different kinds of decorative objects to create a 

coherent and attractive interior. In this sense, the housewife’s was a curator and designer 

of the furnished home a role through which she exercised power, agency and not least, 

creativity. In this sense, the housewife’s domestic decorative role therefore placed her in 

an important position of power and agency.

French wives’ significant role as decorator has been acknowledged but not 

thoroughly examined within an art historical context. Feminist scholarship has focused on 

gender and the role of women in the nineteenth century in relation to the domestic space. 

Among the most notable scholars who influenced my research are Griselda Pollack, 

Leora Auslander and Bonnie G. Smith. Pollack’s work Modernity and the Spaces o f  

Femininity, 1988, evaluates the gendered implications of public and private space, as it 

influenced the creative production of male and female impressionist painters in the late 

nineteenth century. Leora Auslander’s work Taste and Power, 1996, provides an 

important chronology of the craft, production, and shift in style and evolution of taste
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throughout the French decorative arts movements, outlining socio-political factors, class, 

and gendered implications for the Bourgeoisie. Bonnie G. Smith’s Ladies o f  the Leisure 

Class, 1981, is a significant case study of French Bourgeois women of the Nord, which 

discusses their daily lives, everyday duties and religious expectations in the home, 

through a Marxist lens. Other avenues of study, such as art historical analysis of ladies 

fashion prints, salon fashion painting, decorative arts objects have been previously 

researched independently from one another. I merge these important visual sources to 

evaluate the influence these materials had on the French bourgeois housewife, and 

attempt to recreate the bourgeois home. Past scholarship has provided a great framework 

for women’s domestic history to which I will apply the magazine prints, painting and 

decorative objects. I will further validate these materials as significant tools that aided 

French wives to become the ideal bourgeois woman.

Using feminist and semiotic methodology I plan to further scholarly 

understanding of the female bourgeois identity by examining women’s roles as 

decorators of the domestic sphere. The three chapters in this thesis will provide insight 

into the visual and decorative elements which prescribed and inspired her decorative 

taste, solidified her relationship to the interior, and helped to form her domestic 

collection. In the first chapter I will address the contents of ladies house management 

manuals by Madame Marie Pariest and Madame Millet Robinet. I will also evaluate 

Parisian fashion-plate advertisements presented in ladies home magazines, specifically in
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La Mode Illustree. Magazine ads displayed the objects and fashions that were on the 

market by presenting images of women within finely decorated domestic spaces.

The second chapter evaluates various paintings by the fashion genre artist 

Auguste Toulmouche, 1829-1890, in order to unveil the inseparable relationship of the 

French housewife and the decorated interior. Toulmouche is recognized for depicting 

variations of elite women inside idyllic opulent interiors. I understand these fictional 

representations of aristocratic and haute bourgeois women were emulated by bourgeois 

women.1 A formal analysis of Toulmouche’s work will shed light onto the French 

ideologies projected onto the housewife within her home. While fashion painting was 

viewed by some critics as mere elevated copies of fashion plate advertisements, I will 

argue that Toulmouche’s women aren’t simply generic characters in the domestic 

settings.2 To the contrary they present themselves as self-aware home decorators, 

assuming a proactive position of power and agency. In this sense, salon painting and 

fashion plates can be interpreted as testimony of the woman’s success in creating the 

interior, rather than signs of narcissism and consumer indulgence.

Lastly the third chapter will assess the household as a crafted collection of 

decorative objects, formed by woman’s knowledge, education and creativity derived from 

manuals, fashion plates, and salon painting. Attention to decorative elements in the home 

will be evaluated as I apply Leora Auslander’s insights and research regarding gendered 

associations of rooms and decorative arts objects. The specific placement and selection of 

revival style furnishings within the home clearly indicated the family’s distinction as
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bourgeois as opposed to the aristocratic and petite bourgeois classes. The bourgeois 

housewives ability to decorate the home by properly following the specific decorative 

codes while crafting a distinguished collection of decorative objects and furnishings 

reaffirmed her family’s bourgeois reputation and her identity as a leisurely woman.

Understanding the complexities of the female bourgeois identity through 

women’s role as interior decorator will ultimately further historical understanding of 

middle-class women in nineteenth-century France as individuals who attained a level of 

autonomy within the household. Their significant actions helped further French 

nationalism and class differentiation through a time of heightened French political and 

social anxiety.
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Chapter 1 

Prescriptive tools for Women Decorators: Manuals, Magazines, and Fashion Plates

“Bourgeoisie Consumption is also a dream world. In the prerevolutionary days 
the Bourgeois dream had been to rise to the ranks o f  the aristocracy. I f  the fantasy did 
not materialize in actual ennoblement, a bourgeois could buy an approximation o f  it by 
outfitting his house with a salon like that o f  the aristocratic hotel, by collecting furniture 
resembling that o f  Versailles, by purchasing a sinecure so that he could least live 
nobly. ”3

Rosalind Williams

During the late eighteenth century bourgeois ideology was gradually shifting as 

the new French populace grew and sought autonomy from their unjust monarchy. 

Western philosophers helped to encourage this change, for instance the expectation of 

women as interior decorators and domestic housekeepers began to develop at the turn the 

century. Before the infamous Revolution of 1783 the management and adornment of the 

interior was a masculine activity which then changed into a feminized role. 

Enlightenment thinkers emphasized the women’s place within the home within Europe 

and North America, known as the Cult of Domesticity.4 The housewife was to be the 

angel in the home, cultivating a heavenly environment for her husband and children. 

Enlightenment ideals began a shift in parental expectations especially the duties of 

motherhood. By the 1820’s French mothers would preside over their child’s religious and 

academic education, occasionally attending their school in order to help tutor them at
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home.5 Gradually women’s ideology shifted and women became housewives. They no 

longer assisted in their husband’s profession, but instead focused all her attention on 

domestic matters in home management, including interior decorating. I will examine this 

changing role of women and the role of manuals, magazines and fashion plates in 

instructing women in matters of home decoration.

The conception of female domestic ideology in nineteenth-century France was 

deeply influenced by the Pre-Revolutionary writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In a 

discourse on education, titled Emile, 1762, Rousseau created a fable to demonstrate the 

corruption of French society in the late eighteenth century.6 Rousseau emphasized 

adolescent education and the importance of a nurturing mother to build moral French 

citizens. He thought it was inappropriate for families to hire wet nurses and send their 

children away for their education and child rearing at an early age.7 In the eyes of 

Rousseau sending ones children away from the home was shameful and immoral, the 

housewife was biologically fit to manage the home, and care for her family. She had a 

moral obligation to raise her children during their formative years, inside the home, 

providing educational and spiritual guidance.8 The expectations and responsibilities of 

women became grounded within the home tied to heightened familial moral and religious 

obligations, rooted in her supposed nurturing feminine nature. Bourgeois ideology 

encouraged women to claim the domestic as their domain, which coincided with the shift 

from men working from home to the workplace in the emergent industrial public sphere. 

This resulted in a growing division of domestic labor. The housewife was now
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responsible for supervising the household, attending to home management and interior 

decoration, while her husband worked in the public realm. The act of decorating was one 

of her primary tasks, and her success was imperative, though her husband would still 

oversee her spending. Scholar Lora Auslander underscores, “wives may have sought their 

husbands’ approval before purchases...but the fundamental responsibility (and perhaps 

pleasure) o f furnishing the home was theirs.”9 The bourgeois home strove to emulate the 

elegance of the aristocratic class yet exemplify a clear bourgeois taste, which would 

elevate them to rival the aristocracy.

Bourgeois Emulation

The bourgeoisie’s attempts to project an elite appearance within the home 

continued in the nineteenth century. The home signified an important differentiation of 

class, whilst attempting to aspire to the opulence and elegance of the aristocracy. 

France’s Second Empire royals Emperor Napoleon III and Empress Eugenie were 

influential figures for emulation within art patronage, the decorative arts and fashion. 

Napoleon III established Universal Exposition beginning in 1855, which showcased the 

premiere painters, sculptors and for the first time, decorative arts craftsman.10 Empress 

Eugenie was heavily influential in French Fashion trends. Eugenie’s fashion and 

decorative tastes influenced by her great interest in the Neoclassical style and the tragic 

Queen Marie Antoinette. This style was prevalently featured in ladies magazines and 

fueled the Bourgeoisie’s contradictory obsession with royalty." In order for a bourgeois 

housewife to successfully and proactivity execute her role as mother and house manager
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she relied heavily on domestic manuals, journals and magazines to form her own 

collection of interior objects that could be directly purchased in the department store.

Grand Magasins, department stores, such as the Bon Marche, Printemps, and La 

Samaritaine began to emerge in the 1850’s provided a large resource for women to scour 

the perfect objects within the home. The emergence of the Grand Magasins served as a 

convenient place to shop for a variety of essential and unnecessary items.12 However they 

were also important spaces through which French women negotiated consumerism and 

identity as they made decisions about how to decorate the private space of the domestic 

interior. At this time consumption was largely seen as a feminine weakness, an activity of 

wasteful spending at the department store.13 Women were understood to be easily enticed 

by the glitzy objects and garments marketed to them through spectacular window 

displays. Novelist and art critic Emile Zola commented on the alluring displays and 

tempting sales at the French department stores, and the evils of capital greed in his novel 

The Ladies Paradise}4 However the consumption of furnishings and decorative objects 

was not a purely self-indulgent endeavor, but a task that was an important social duty.

The housewife was carrying out her domestic responsibility, her role as decorator. 

The housewife’s decorative tasks became necessary because newlyweds in the mid

nineteenth century were also inheriting less furniture and encouraged to use their 

disposable income to furnish their dwelling with new tasteful yet affordable mass 

produced furnishings.15
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Decoration: Revival Furnishings and Eclecticism

Decorative interior objects and furnishings throughout the nineteenth century 

were characterized by a series of French revival styles. Past decorative styles and motifs 

from the Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, Rococo, and Neoclassical periods were 

appropriated into furnishings, fabrics, wallpaper, and decorative objects. Borrowed 

motifs from the past styles were often combined creating new unique pastiche objects 

displaced from its original historical context. These historical designs and motifs were 

associated with the styles of the past French aristocracies, as well as monarchies, which 

helped to further project the French family’s identity as prosperous and important 

individuals. 16 Therefore these pastiche styles carried French nationalistic connotations 

within the home.17

Furnishings were extremely exaggerated adaptations of the original historical 

styles. Chairs and sofas were often much larger and more ornately decorated than the 

original antique furniture they were inspired by.18 Furnishings were overtly gilded and 

floral and classical motifs appeared vague and generic, lacking significant detail and 

historical accuracy.19 Within the bourgeois home, various revival furnishing would be 

collected and placed within the same room, this style of decoration is known as 

Eclecticism. However, eclecticism did not mean arbitrary or random: housewives 

wouldn’t simply place revival styles within the same room by whim or their own 

aesthetic tastes. Instead, there was an important set of codes and rules they had to 

implement and be aware of, whilst conducting the decorating process. Decorative objects
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and rooms within the household possessed gendered qualities, object were carefully 

placed in the room that carried the same masculine or feminine gender connotations 

within the room the object was assigned.20 If the housewife failed in understanding the 

subtle decorative codes while creating her interior space, her family’s reputation would 

be seen as unfit to be associated with their bourgeois peers. The social survival of the 

family relied on her husband’s ability to financially provide for his family, as much as her 

skill at using this income to properly decorate the home. In a culture where the subtle 

nuances in manners and decoration were highly scrutinized, appearances and conduct 

carried significant weight; lack of understanding was synonymous with the naivete of the 

lower classes. Ladies turned to magazines and manuals to help them craft the perfect and 

culturally appropriate interior setting.

Ladies Manuals: Mme. Robinet and Mme. Pariset

A well-furnished middle-class home showed a sense of effortlessness in the way 

furniture, decorative objects, and objects d ’art worked within the space to create a unified 

and comfortable setting.21 Manuals aided women to create interiors that would reflect the 

family’s sophisticated bourgeois taste. Written in mind for rural housewives, Madame 

Millet Robinet’s La Maison rustique de dames guided women to be efficient 

administrators of the home.22 Though Robinet’s manual was specifically written for 

women who would help tend to their countryside property, it is an important document to 

evaluate because of its vast popularity among both country and city dwelling women.23 

“Millet-Robinet described the rural household as self-sufficient and portrayed its mistress
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as a powerful manager, overseeing the servants, playing wages, and looking after the 

physical and moral well-being of her employees and her family.”24 Women were 

encouraged to engage a crucial role within their domain by becoming a productive agent 

in the upkeep of the home, rather than sitting idly within it. Madam Millet-Robinet 

advocates that women should not be bored in the household. “She should recognize the 

importance of her task ... and suggests that women educate themselves in agriculture, first 

by the charm of novelty, and secondly by the pleasure of leading an active and useful 

life.”25 Though Robinet’s advice was directed to rural housewives, metropolitan women 

could easily substitute agricultural work for the educational needs and duties specific to 

their region. It was important for women to not only educate their children, but 

continuously feed their wealth of knowledge for personal enjoyment, to impress their 

social circle and efficiently run the home.

Manuals stressed the proactivity of women in the home; they included 

instructions on proper placement of decorative objects and the appropriate materials to 

purchase for every room. Madame Pariset’s guide for metropolitan and provincial wives 

Manuel de la maitress de maison, ou lettres sure I ’economie domestique is a document 

scholars have used within feminist history because of its popularity throughout the 

nineteenth century26. First published in the early 1820’s, Pariset’s manual served as the 

authority on home management for women.27 Though similar manuals were circulated, 

Madame Pariset’s manual was the very popular at the time and was revised twice within 

the century, once by Elizabeth Celnart in 1830 and again by Marie Armonde Jeanne
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Garcon-Dufour in 18 5 2.28 Pariset stressed that the decorative objects help create a 

“comfortable,” “tasteful,” and “elegant” domestic environment.29 A perfectly decorated 

interior was an intelligently crafted display of disposable income, which projected 

envious luxury. French housewives read from manuals like Robinet and Pariset, which 

encouraged them to be constantly productive within the home.

Mademoiselle Pariset’s manual for housewives provides direct and detailed 

guidelines to plan and create spaces for every room within the home, whilst being 

economical. Presumably a newly married woman would read this guide to help establish 

her collection of objects to decorate the interior. Decorated rooms within the home 

consisted of a male study, a female petite salon, boudoir, the children’s bedrooms, salle a 

manger and the salon living space.30 Though the wife was seldom allowed in the domain 

of the male study, Pariset gives instructions to as to how the wife can help arrange this 

room, and what are the most essential pieces of furniture for the room.31 Pariset makes 

suggestions for proper furnishings suitable for each room, appropriate materials, and the 

necessary quantity of objects for every space. The success of the space depended on the 

cohesion of popular eclectic revival style furniture, which also served utilitarian 

purposes. Madame Pariset instructions suggest that household rooms were calculated 

spaces, which showcased a beautifully unified assemblage of decorative object that 

functioned efficiently throughout the space. Every room had to be acutely adorned, even 

rooms that served as private spaces, never intended to be seen by public eyes.
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The decoration of the salon living room was most important because its function 

was twofold: it was a public space for the housewife’s social circle, and her husband’s 

colleagues, but it also operated as the family’s private leisure space. It was essential that 

her guests were impressed by the decoration and placement of her collection to validate 

her family’s class and her own personal taste, and yet it also had to be a comfortable 

space in which the family could relax. Pariset makes it clear that a French woman’s home 

is to be elegant, simple, tasteful, and comfortable. She repeats these words throughout her 

manual to capture the essence of the bourgeois private space as a refined unity of 

complimentary objects and furnishings. These words capture the concept of a leisure 

class whose ultimate contentment in the home was comfort and recreation.32

Pariset’s decorative advice for the salon enforces the importance of being detail 

oriented so the space is a perfect unification o f utility and aesthetic harmony of objects. 

The illustration of an eclectic styled French style nineteenth century bourgeoisie interior 

(Fig. 1) painted in the mid-nineteenth century is an example of the ideal domestic space 

Pariset outlines in her manual.33 The interior scene shows the perfect arrangement of 

furnishings, which create symmetry that exudes elegance and comfort. The center of the 

room is the social focal point; a variety of seating is presented to comfortably 

accommodate many guests. The pattern of the seating would match and compliment a 

patterned rug, wall paper, the colored accents in the doorway and the crown molding. The 

gold on the framed prints that would adorn the walls needed to coordinate well with the 

fixtures on the drapes and the frame of a hung mirror. Pariset suggests:
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“If you place your piano in the living room...instead of a sofa, you could have 

two small, loveseats, one on each side of the piano. Drapery should match the color of the 

furniture. A clean and simple cabinet must occur between the windows, and another 

mirror over the fireplace is essential. If there is a third above the sofa or piano, your 

living room will be more elegant.”34

Pariset’s advice is carried out in (Fig. 1), the mirror is hung above the sofa and the 

piano is placed in a suitable location that does not clutter the room, making it easier for 

the servants and guests to walk about the space.35 Perhaps the wood furnishings are made 

out of mahogany and the seating is upholstered with velvet. Pariset recommends several 

materials such as, velvet and mahogany with confidence as the most durable and 

tasteful.36 Bonnie Smith’s case study on Northern French women reinforces that women 

were encouraged to reupholster their inherited or older pieces of furniture to match the 

changing seasons or particular tends of the time.37 Reproductions of the most successful 

Salon paintings and sculptures would be printed in magazines, which women could then 

frame and hang in their home.38 Salon prints in the home were also important part of 

living room decoration.39 Mounted gilded framed Salon prints showed the family was 

knowledgeable about the arts. The presence of prints as decoration within the home 

helped to further elevate the home as a cultural and artistically aware space.40

Upon entering the Housewife’s living room, her guests need to be awed by their 

hostess’s clear sense of en vogue complimentary colors and patterns for the season, her 

careful placement o f symmetry and efficiency throughout the space. They would be
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scrutinizing the space, seeking out the differences and similarities from her neighbors’. 

The housewife’s task consisted of finely walking the line between conventionality and 

sameness of bourgeois decoration, yet also crafting an interior that subtly expressed her 

own decorative flavor.

Though Pariset gives detailed instructions on how to craft the finest living room 

by properly placing objects in a specific manner, however she does not teach women how 

to choose decorative materials. The manual suggests certain materials and emphasizes the 

need for the coordination of unified pieces that complement each other, but she does not 

instruct women in which revival style they should choose pieces to fill their home. Their 

choice of curated objects must be up to their own personal taste. Therefore, expertise is 

needed to present an aesthetic array of furnishings in the room. The bourgeois wife’s 

success in planning the home appropriately to build an eclectic yet cohesive assortment 

of decorative elements shows she is a knowledgeable wife. She can confidently display 

her perfected taste and ability to make an eclectic mix of various revival objects seem 

unified within the space. Creating the ideal bourgeois home required imaginative 

deliberation. The mistress of the household had to possess a trained eye to understand 

how objects work together. She had to incorporate different patterns within one space 

whilst combining the color and motif found in the architectural details in the room with 

decorative objects to achieve a practical and attractive setting. While manuals helped to 

guide the running and organization of the home, women also relied on ladies magazines 

and journals to find the perfect domestic furnishings, admire the current fashions in
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French culture, and seek advice on motherhood. Ladies magazines became important 

resources for women to decorate the home; they provided instructional advice and 

displayed decorative products for sale. Magazines simultaneously advertised for interior 

decoration and fashion, which refined women’s tastes by informing them of the current 

desirable decorative styles. Fashion plate advertisements within the magazines, portrayed 

women in the home, in a well-designed and cohesive interior setting, these plates 

inevitably shaped the personal decorative choices of women when crafting her interior. 

The plates provided templates for women’s decorative decisions, and validated their own 

decorated households.

Ladies Magazines

Ladies magazines and journals provided women with a wide variety of material, 

which included information and images o f current garment trends, decorative objects, 

sewing patterns, and DIY projects.41 Publications such as La Mode Illustree and Journal 

de Demoiselles helped solidify the bourgeois woman’s role as housewife, by educating 

her how to become a successful wife, mother, and hostess. Formal education for young 

women was slowly established throughout the nineteenth century. Their education 

consisted of essential proficiencies in reading, writing, and needlework. A basic 

understanding of domestic skills was emphasized to create suitable future wives and 

mothers. Some young women were more educated than others; depending on a family’s 

wealth, private tutors could be hired.42 It was the housewife’s responsibility to continue 

her education as wife and mother. She was expected to delight her guests with witty
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banter, clever anecdotes, and showcase her domestic skills in embroidery and interior 

decoration. The ideal leisure class lady was a broadly accomplished woman. Mulling 

over magazines provided her with ideas on how to decorate her home, and gave her 

options so she could prudently chose new acquisitions to create her collection that would 

match her existing decorative objects.

The more popular magazines and journals included fashion plate advertisements, 

such as the well-known La Mode Illustree, Journal de la Famille. Fashion plates 

presented the appropriate tastes of the middle-class through the depiction of extravagant 

French clothing, and properly adorned and elegant home decoration of bourgeois living 

spaces. Magazines provided a visual element for women to locate and choose the 

furniture they would properly place into the home using Pariset’s directions. Publications 

specialized in a variety o f topics essential to the daily lives o f women and young ladies.43 

Topics ranged from childrearing, management of the home, recreational activities, 

politics, art criticism, public entertainment, fashion and home decoration. Young women 

were instructed early on in their adolescence by their mother on how to conduct 

themselves in the home and in society. Girls also relied heavily on the advice of 

magazines which would provide important instruction on proper manners in society. 

Magazines and journals were essential tools for women as they matured from young 

women to married housewives. These reading materials relayed outside information from 

the public domain, an area she had limited access to and recapped important public 

events she could have missed or neglected to attend. Magazines were not simply
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materials that perpetuated feminine consumer culture, through the depiction of fashion, 

and feminine labors. They were tools which shaped and regulated the framework of her 

highly constructed identity.

New scholarship on French women’s magazines has clarified that publications 

had a greater female presence than previously assumed. Manuals frequently had female 

authors advising women on the proper household management, care for children and 

decoration of the interior. Similarly, thriving ladies magazines and Journals throughout 

the nineteenth century were run by women.44 Under various male and female 

pseudonyms women authored advice articles, provided salon reviews, and created fashion 

advertisements.45 The content of the magazines were composed by women, but 

reinforced the patriarchal imposed French ideology for women. Bourgeois women were 

expected to be proactive household managers, mothers and fashionable decorators. This 

circulation of patriarchal ideology was embraced and perpetuated by women authors of 

mainstream magazines.46 These employed women were engaged in a community 

dedicated to guiding housewives and young women, prescribing taste alongside men. 

However they were working women, able to conduct a living outside of the domestic 

realm, but helping to shape it. However their role as authoritative figures under false 

identities, taking on the role of various characters, placed them in a complex power 

relationship. Women writers inevitably helped shape the manners and duties bourgeois 

women were to perform, through the acceptable media they were allowed to consume.
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Magazine subscriptions were usually updated monthly; however fashion 

magazines were sometimes distributed biweekly so that the swiftly changing fashion 

trends were advertised.47 Publications also geared toward subtle differences within social 

standing and income. A haute bourgeois woman might be more inclined to read a 

magazine that was constantly updating her fashion and decorative choices than the 

average bourgeois housewife.48 Within every publication fashion advertisements were 

placed throughout the magazines, staggered between articles.49 These fashion plates were 

engravings; usually color tinted and provided women with details about the fashions 

displayed. Fashion plates presented generic looking women usually placed within a 

domestic setting wearing ornate or everyday outfits that women could purchase. Generic 

faces allowed for readers to impose themselves within the advertisement. They could 

more easily imagine themselves dressed expensively in a well-designed interior. After 

reading the magazine and absorbing styling tips about the latest trends within fashion and 

home decoration, the middle-class housewife could embrace her wifely duty and 

represent her family with elegance and style. Advertisements perpetuated the notion that 

women and their homes must be presentable and fashionable at all times. Within the 

interior setting details of decorative elements were also highlighted alongside the fashion 

models. Though these fashion plates were meant to highlight new changes in women’s 

garments, the depictions of women in the domestic setting ultimately emphasized their 

crucial role within the home. The fashion plate depictions of women in their homes 

signify the bourgeois ideological attitudes enforcing her critical responsibility as
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domestic decorator. Her presence within the private sphere does not diminish her 

importance but rather emphasizes her essential and varied tasks in the home, which 

promotes the French housewife as an authoritative supervisor of the domestic realm.

Fashion Plates: La Mode Illustree

Two pages from a 1868 La Mode Illustree, Journal de la Famille (Fig. 2) present 

images of diverse doilies and crochet patterns, alongside embroidery, feathers for hats, 

an upholstered chair, decorated planters, and dresses. Clothing, upholstery, and 

needlework are simultaneously described in detail on one page, efficiently showcasing a 

variety of important domestic needs and inquiries. Magazines also provided information 

about the department store where the reader could purchase these items. Magazines 

provided women with the essential rules and codes by advertising what objects were 

essential for each room.50 An illustration is provided on the right page, in the bottom right 

hand corner, which allows the housewife to envision the elements advertised in the 

interior. The women and children are centered in an exceptionally decorated interior, 

which accompany many of the objects advertised throughout the two pages. The 

illustration reinforces her decorative role and motherly nature, which she was to fulfill 

successfully. The home is clearly a woman’s domain; it is a safe place for her children, 

and a space where she can congregate with other mothers.

A housewife could read this magazine and be able to visualize the decorative 

elements advertised and see the objects in the interior setting before she chose to
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purchase the items. Would they work in her home? Do they add an interesting or 

aesthetic element? Does her neighbor have one? Margaret Beetham understands the act of 

reading Victorian era magazines involved an open and fluid process of scanning, 

reflecting, and planning.51 The housewife’s experience of flipping through magazines in 

the process of decorating the home can be imaged through Beetham’s concepts. The 

housewife lounges on her recently purchased plush Neoclassical revival sofa embroidered 

with delicate gold and bright blue Grecian patterns, she briefly enjoys her quiet 

household. While her young children are napping in their bedroom she conveniently flips 

through the crisp pages of the newest edition of La Mode Illustree, not worn yet by her 

constant turning and marking of the pages. She could envision a newly decorated salon, 

on the hunt for other furnishings that might work with her new sofa to further elevate the 

space. Slipping into a dream like state, her experience could involve scanning the articles 

for helpful domestic advice, paired with images and advertisements in-between text. She 

might scrutinize the decorative objects advertised whilst envisioning her ideal domestic 

setting, then flip to a fashion plate of women sitting in an exquisite salon scene. Perhaps 

her household needs a botanical element; the planter on the left page catches her eye. She 

references the scene of the women in the household on the right page, she notices the 

illustrated leaves peeking through in the background of the scene, just behind the young 

girl and her mother...that would add a nice touch, the housewife might contemplate. But 

the Oriental rug beneath the women in the scene, that is something she might not have, 

quickly she searches for a reference to where she can purchase a similar rug. Surely the
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department store would have many to choose from, but her rug must include blue, to 

match the Sofa. Before a trip to the department store, she needs to reference Madame 

Pariset’s manual, for instruction on placement, upkeep of the rug.

The 1868 fashion plate on the right side of the magazine spread demonstrates her 

layered identity and responsibilities that ensure a prosperous home. The three women 

presented are each fulfilling their role as nurturing mother, decorator and leisurely 

woman. While the accompaniment of children make the domestic role more obvious, her 

other two responsibilities are less apparent. Their proper dress signifies their status as 

bourgeois women casually spending time inside the home. Perhaps the decorative 

nuances within the domestic scene are the least evident yet just as significant. Key 

objects within the scene, such as the clock, ornate carpet, chairs and plant life hidden 

behind the women were carefully placed features in the setting. Misplacement of these 

objects against the instruction of Pariset would result in excessive scrutiny and unwanted 

attention from her peers.52 The 1868 plate showcases the particular placement of these 

objects within the home. The simplified yet idyllic interiors presented as the fashion plate 

settings for the bourgeois models provided another layer of visual understanding to which 

she could apply Pariset and others’ instructions. Spaces were idyllic if they incorporated a 

cohesive color scheme, symmetry of decorative objects throughout the space, and 

featured necessary statement elements such as a mirror and a piano. The bourgeois family 

reputation hinged on the housewife’s clever and practical decorating skills. Her role as 

craftswoman of the interior therefore was not just an act of whimsical interior decoration,
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but charged with great responsibility. A variety of other fashion plates depicted women 

in a similar manner, subtly hinting at her greater decorative role.

Another fashion plate, this one from a 1873 issue of La Mode Illustree (Fig.3) 

shows a reoccurring scene of two bourgeois women socializing while wearing beautifully 

embellished gowns in an immaculately decorated domestic space, in the salon. Though 

the decorative objects within the room are not the main focal point, the same effort in 

detail and tinting that was applied to the gowns was also applied to the featured art 

objects. The designed interior is sumptuous and urbane like the clothes the women are 

advertising. The armchair, the patterned red cloth covering the mantel and the rug all 

adorn vastly different patterns, yet they are tasteful in the room because they reside 

within the same burgundy color scheme. The gold candle stick holders and the brown 

floral embellished screen in the background bring a natural element to the space. 

However, as Pariset reiterates in her manual, no living room is complete without a gilded 

mirror, framed art, and a simple accent table enhanced with fresh flowers. The spaces 

depicted in fashion plates associate refined choices in clothing with the elegance of a well 

decorated eclectic home. The scene crafts a perception of the bourgeoisie female as 

aristocratic-like, embodying a sophisticated exterior while living in an affluent interior.

The two women presented in the 1873 fashion plate are calm and assured within 

the space, sitting neatly in a simplified yet cohesive interior, wearing the most 

fashionable dresses of the time. They look at each other with confidence. They are at ease 

resting on the furniture they collected for the home. The home interior is a comfortable
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and defined setting where they control the placement of the adorned objects surrounding 

them. They are not confined to the home, restricted, or trapped; instead they are 

experiencing a unique freedom, through the craft of developing a beautiful household, 

which they would hope to insight envy within their peers. These women are assuring 

their viewer, that she can also be chic and comfortable within her home. She is reading 

the right magazines, looking at the most fashionable furnishing and garments that can 

make her household a revered place. The housewife would be competitive for the 

recognition of constructing the ideal bourgeois home. Her hard work would not go 

unnoticed. Through the continuous education provided in magazines and manuals she 

could execute and thereby ensure an up-to-date household which visitors could positively 

embrace.

A La Mode Illustree fashion plate printed in c. 1860 (Fig. 4) is another example of 

the formulaic composition of two women occupying a small yet precisely decorated salon 

space. The bourgeois models are surrounded by the quintessential elements of a properly 

decorated living room. Patterned red and white table coverings and carpeting match the 

drapes, floral arrangements, and the books resting on the dining table function to 

compliment the women in the center. The woman seated looks down at floral patterns on 

a sheet o f paper; perhaps she is looking at wall paper pattern or admiring a drawing her 

friend has rendered. Both of these women are presented as comfortable, and content 

within their domestic setting. The finely crafted cohesive interior creates a confident and 

empowered environment for these women. The standing woman is presented with her
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eye cast down, inviting the viewer to marvel at her hard work and impeccable taste. 

Bourgeois wives could emulate and experience agency within their homes through the 

process of decorating the interior.

The consistent repetition of similar fashion plate images did not just function as a 

background setting to showcase ladies fashion, but reinforced her intimate relationship to 

the household. Since she has full command over the management and decoration of the 

domestic interior, the home becomes a true reflection of her fruitful labors. She would 

spend hours choosing appropriate patterns and furnishings, arranging them to create a 

perfectly curated interior her family would be overjoyed to call home. Though Fashion 

plate imagery and the magazines they were featured ultimately served a consumptive 

drive to persuade women to purchase goods, it provided a necessary step in the 

decorating processes. Fashion plate domestic scenes also encouraged housewives to 

embody the confidence of the illustrated characters’ while in the process of conducting 

interior home decorating. The housewife’s time spent presiding over helpful text and 

tempting imagery was perhaps an enjoyable ritual and meditative time she could step 

away from giving her maid instructions or watching over the children. Manuals and 

magazines provided useful creative guidance when she envisioned her picture-perfect 

domestic spaces. Housewives could face exciting challenges adhering to decorative 

advice, which might defy their personal decorative desires, but their careful balance 

between decorative creativity and conventional bourgeois taste proved their domestic 

achievement.
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Chapter 2 

Salon Depictions of Women in the Domestic Sphere: An Analysis of Auguste 

Tolmouche

The French housewife needed to embody the appearance of a poised leisurely 

character that effortlessly creates and runs the household; this was the female leisure 

class ideology. Prescribed feminine bourgeois identity not only appears in fashion prints 

in magazines, but it is also displayed within fashion painting exhibited at the yearly 

Salon. Though undermined throughout history fashion painter Auguste Toulmouche 

created important representations of upper middle-class women in domestic interior 

spaces.

Official Salon exhibitions within nineteenth-century France were cultured social 

gatherings, accessed by the wealthy as well as the working class; the highly anticipated 

yearly show displayed what academicians believe to be the most exceptional French 

painting and sculpture. The exhibition rooms inside the Louvre were filled with paintings 

clustered from frame to frame competing for the attention of critics and public spectators. 

Bourgeois women were among the spectators, they were present at the Salon exhibitions 

with their family. Further, they were there not only to see the artwork but to be seen by 

their peers at the Salon. The presence of middle-class women in an exclusively French 

artistic setting confirmed their cultural sophistication and nationalism. The Salon not only
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signified French cultural awareness and sophistication for bourgeois women who 

attended the exhibitions; the works around them helped to influence and elevate the status 

of women’s domestic roles.

Among the coveted Salon artists shown in the mid-nineteenth-century bourgeois 

women would have seen the work of Fashion Genre painters like Auguste Toulmouche, 

1829-1890. Fashion painting portrayed aristocratic and haute bourgeois women in acutely 

decorated interiors. It is likely that these images of fashionable women lounging in stylish 

domestic spaces would have resonated with them, mirroring back their own experience, 

decorative aspirations, and bourgeois attitude. This type of painting was viewed by some 

critics, like the novelist Emile Zola, as mere elevated copies of fashion print 

advertisements.53 Surely depictions of women in fashion prints and fashion painting 

influenced each other, painters used fashion prints for dress ideas, and illustrators would 

borrow compositional details.54 However fashion painting was considered high art, 

exhibited within coveted exhibition halls for prizes in artistic excellence. Paintings 

connoted austerity and refinement, painted for the pleasure of the viewer. Magazine 

advertisements, on the other hand chiefly aimed to solicit goods to a devoted housewife. 

As discussed in chapter 1, conventional fashion prints depicted the bourgeois woman as 

confident and comfortable in her home. Prints reinforced women’s’ domestic roles within 

a consumer outlet, through advertising fashionable commodities. However, fashion 

painting, by elevating the realms of fashion and interior decorating to a respectable high 

art, created a vessel for aspirational middle-class women. Bourgeois women could
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emulate the empowered attitude of Toulmouche’s fictional women and imagine 

themselves as haute bourgeois subjects with likewise sumptuous taste. The presentation 

of women in elaborate and expensively decorated interior spaces within a high art setting 

projected within a public realm furthered the validity of the housewife’s role as decorator. 

Her decorative role might even be seen as analogous to the art of a painter, a skill 

associated with a distinguished eye, technique, and taste.

Fashion painting showcased elaborate fantasies of elite women covered in 

luxurious garments and immersed in grandiose interiors. Toulmouche’s paintings are 

exclusively analyzed throughout this chapter because he showcased the various identities 

of domestic women as mother, and leisurely lady, within decorative settings that provide 

a context for simultaneously understanding the housewife’s agency in the home through 

her decorative identity. Amongst the housewife’s embodiment of the competing dutiful 

and social identities in Toulmouche’s painting, her role as decorator is perpetually 

present. His work demonstrates the French housewife’s crucial decorative role and 

relationship to the interior domestic space. Furthermore, Toulmouche’s women aren’t 

simply generic characters in the domestic settings, like in popular fashion magazines. 

Rather, his women present themselves as self-aware home decorators, which place them 

in a position of authority and control. His depictions sometimes show domestic women 

confronting the viewer with their presence and their decorative accomplishments. At 

others times they acknowledge their own decorative presence clothed in chic Parisian 

garments, which elevate the domestic space and heightens their relationship the home.
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Toulmouche’s fashion painting can be interpreted as the admiration of the woman’s 

success of creating the interior, rather than an assumed careless embrace of narcissism 

and bourgeois frivolity. He draws in his viewer through meticulously detailed interior 

scenes, flooded with luxurious materials and textures, fur, stain, velvet, reflective glass 

and gold adornments glittering throughout the home. The small scale of his work forces 

the viewer to look closely, but the enchanting excess seduces and entices, begging to be 

viewed more intimately. He captures the fantasies of the middle classes obsession to be 

recognized for its material wealth. Furthermore Toulmouche’s women embody power 

and command over the home, confident that their household can provide the evidence 

that they belong to an elite class. His women are feminine, elegant composed, and at 

ease, which could be mistaken as careless. Toulmouche paints the domestic desires of the 

bourgeoisie and elevates the housewife’s hand in establishing the setting.

The Artist’s Life

Auguste Tolmouche, was an artist who emerged from Nantes, France before 

moving to Paris and becoming a young apprentice at Charles Glyeres’ atelier.55 

Tolmouche is one among the group of couturier painters, or painters of fashion, alongside 

the revered Alfred Stevens and James Tissot.56 Tolmouche gained recognition as an 

accomplished artist earning the 3rd class medal of honor at the Parisian Salon exhibition 

in 1852, the 2nd class medal in 1861, and the prestigious Chevalier Legion of Honor 

award at the Paris universal exposition of 1870. He is most recognized for depicting 

variations of haute bourgeois women inside idyllic opulent interiors. Because he has been
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so undervalued throughout history, there is a severe lack of research and analysis 

regarding Toulmouche and his paintings. During the artist’s career his paintings were 

viewed as less notable renditions of the celebrated Belgian fashion painter Alfred 

Stevens.57 Currently there has yet to be any critical scholarly evaluation of Toulmouche’s 

paintings. My research and analysis of Toulmouche’s work as a case study to understand 

housewives’ vital decorative identity will fill a gap in current art historical research 

concerning Auguste Toulmouche. I hope that my research and evaluation will spark 

further scholarship and analysis of this painter’s extensive work within the art historical 

field of nineteenth-century scholars.

Motherhood and Leisure

The nineteenth-century woman’s experience was riddled with paradox, since 

bourgeois women had to navigate within two competing ideologies. They had to fulfil a 

moral duty to their husbands and children, and at the same time project a sophisticated 

bourgeois personality to their social circle.58 The competing ideologies of motherhood 

and leisure are reoccurring themes presented within Toulmouche’s sumptuous genre 

scenes. Reading Lesson, 1865 (Fig. 5) depicts a mother reading a book to her young 

daughter. The mother is fulfilling her nurturing and educative role by helping her child 

read. She has her daughter propped upon her bustling gown; they are at ease within the 

quiet vast room. Simultaneously, the elaborate tapestry which encompasses the interior 

background, demonstrates her decorative abilities. The tapestry presents blurred figures 

within a space filled with floral and faunal motifs. Delicate floral embellishments are also
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featured on the stool the daughter is resting on. Nature imagery was popular within 

various revival style furnishings, and was directly associated with female reproduction.59 

Curled leaves resembled womanly curves, her ability to produce life, parallels fertile 

nature, while flowers indicate the delicate manners of women. The housewife is 

encompassed by subtle indicators of her wifely duty, to produce and raise children. A 

piano presented behind the mother and child also implies that she and her daughter are 

expected to be extensively accomplished. The child’s foot planted directly upon the stool, 

an intrinsic, yet superfluous household element within the space, that can be interpreted 

as a symbol of the daughter’s direct connection as future mother and decorator in the 

domestic sphere.

Alternatively the painting Dolce Far Niente, or Idleness, 1877, (Fig. 6) depicts the 

housewife’s role as leisurely wife rather than the nurturing instructional mother. She 

embodies the fa?ade of the bourgeois leisure class stereotype. The woman is impeccably 

dressed in an ornate gown spending her time lying on the couch. Her face expresses a 

mixture of sensuality and boredom. However, even Toulmouche’s painting isn’t straight

forward, for, she is holding a book. This could be a manual or informational book 

providing instruction to run the home more proficiently. But perhaps it is a novel, in 

which case she is wasting her time fruitlessly.60 Her uninterested stare reiterates the 

leisure class character, regardless of the contents of the book she is holding. She lives a 

comfortable lifestyle that consists of reading, embroidery and dreaming. Like the mother 

and child, this woman is also inseparable from the decorative interior. She becomes a
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beautiful fixture of the interior to be admired. Her heavy dress o f layered fabrics merges 

with the upholstery, and the floral pattered pillows emphasize her delicate and sensual 

nature. Seeming to appear as an elite leisurely woman was part of the performance, she 

was to simultaneously fulfill both demanding and conflicting identities. However, the 

housewife would be working hard to keep the house a presentable and a comfortable 

environment for her children, husband and guests. Thus she would take on the lengthy 

and complex task of choosing appropriate furnishing for the entire household.

Reading Lesson and Dolce Far Niente present two opposite women, one who is 

dutiful and labors over her child’s education, and the languid self-indulgent housewife 

whose idle time is torturous. The mother is comfortable within the home and is content 

fulfilling her moral obligation to her family. Instead, the leisurely woman is confined to 

her placement in the home; she is restless. These women represent the expected 

characteristics the French bourgeois woman was to embody. She had to fulfil her 

motherly role, and manage the home while appearing to have ample idle time. Her 

elaborate heavy clothes intended to impress but not always seen by others, constricted her 

movements and perpetuated the idea that she was to seldom move about inside the 

home.61 In both depictions their full garments are situated like weights solidly grounding 

them into the interior space. Though each depiction represents a vastly different womanly 

identity, the overt floral furnishings and decorative elements that surround them both 

compliment their femininity and their underlying feminine identity as decorator. Reading 

Lesson and Dolce Far Niente focus on the engaging roles of the housewives. A proper
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lady of the Leisure class worked hard to manage her home, whilst always appearing 

elegantly dressed, well mannered, and having ample idle time. The decorated interior 

thus became a reflection of a highly constructed female bourgeois identity, and the space 

within which women negotiated these complex roles. The interior space implies her 

decorative touch, but more importantly acts as an accent to her nature. However, other 

paintings created by Toulmouche overtly imply the housewife’s decorative connection to 

the interior through her placement in impressively fashioned rooms. The creation of a 

flawless and embellished interior was a contradictory performance that projected her as a 

woman of little work and extreme leisure to the public.

The Extravagant Interior: Agency and Power

Idle Thoughts, 1872 (Fig. 7) presents an elegant haute bourgeois woman sitting 

languidly, yet she is immersed in a meticulously adorned home. She sits still within her 

home, adorned for a night out or a night of entertaining as indicated by her gown. She is 

wearing is a ball toilette, signified by the lowered neckline of the shiny pink and white 

silk dress, and its puffed sleeves. Her flowered head band, ribbon necklace, gold bracelet, 

and her fan were accessories worn when socializing at an evening event. Balls were held 

indoors, at the large homes of the haute bourgeoisie, the individuals typically painted by 

Toulmouche.62 She is preparing for her night out in her home, resting her feet on her 

furnishings.63 Perhaps she is waiting for her husband to finish getting dressed before they 

leave for an evening of socializing. Keeping up appearances at balls was a way for her 

and her husband to establish themselves within their social circle. Balls were also places
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outside the home the housewife was encouraged to be seen. Her appropriately 

coordinated fashionable dress composed of luxurious fabrics, and accessories projected 

her rightful place as a wealthy bourgeois woman.

Toulmouche’s Idle Thoughts shows that the same careful planning that was 

considered for her own embellishment also went into the creation and adornment of her 

interior. The fashionable dress and sumptuously decorated home reinforced her class 

associations as wealthiest of the Bourgeoisie.64 This woman isn’t confronting the viewer 

with her boredom, but is reclining in the domestic space she is responsible for. She is 

tranquil as she plays with her fan, her mind occupying thoughts from the day, mulling 

over articles read in magazines, gossip about other families, anticipation for what is to be 

seen at tonight’s event. She is covered in accents o f white and pink from head to toe, 

which also matches with the decorative elements within the room. Her identity as a 

proper bourgeois woman hinged on the cohesion of her outfit; similarly her interior was 

scrutinized in the same manner. The entire living room is a cohesive unit of intersecting 

patterns, textures, and decorative revival styles. The housewife lies on top of a 

Neoclassical sofa detailed with gold Greek urns and pink and white floral garlands 

embroidered into the cushion. The embroidered garlands on the sofa emulate the 

Renaissance style gilded brass garlands which decorate the table to the right of the 

housewife. Accents of gold, pink, white, and blue tie together the decorated elements in 

the interior, including the housewife herself. Though each object connotes a different 

decorative style they are connected by color and the incorporation of a floral motif on
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every item in the room, including the housewife’s clothing. The floral motif accentuates 

femininity within the living room and her feminine role as home decorator.

Idle Thoughts provides an interesting dichotomy; the housewife becomes a 

fixture within the room, adding to the adornment of the interior. As a part of the interior 

she then becomes object-like, seemingly devoid of control within the space. She is 

inseparable from the interior, connected through color, texture, and pattern; therefore she 

becomes an added embellishment into the home. However, understandings that she is 

responsible for the careful accumulation and placement of the objects surrounding her; 

she also becomes an agent of the household. She chooses to be among her collection, 

aware of the aesthetic nuances in the space and her clothing. In this sense, she is not just 

an object but an active subject, responsible for the interior decoration and her own self

presentation within it. The color scheme of the domestic setting and her dress is not 

coincidental; presumably women would have been drawn to their favorite colors and 

patterns and highlighted them. She may be fixed within the domestic sphere but that does 

not diminish her regulation of the space.

Though I argue Toulmouche’s images can be read as empowering depictions of 

women in regards to their skillful and creative process of decorating the home, it is 

important to acknowledge the larger social conditions within which this domestic agency 

took place. Namely the strict limitations placed on women’s mobility outside the home in 

Second Empire society. They were unable to access public spaces, which included 

entertainment for male spectators, bars, brothels, and boating.65 Therefore the wife was to
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retreat within the domestic sphere; she might feel oppressed, bored, and hysterical within 

the home. She was raised to understand that her role was within the household; to stay 

indoors, socialize indoors, and understand the interworking of the home while being 

confined inside. But it is through her household responsibilities that hinge on her family’s 

reputation, which was not distinguished by wealth alone but through the careful display 

o f it that would encourage her to take an ownership of the home. Perhaps she would find 

pleasure in the creativity that could be expressed whilst fashioning the home. The 

decorative role of women helped to motivate their proactive domestic management, there 

was an enjoyable playfulness in covering the home with striking furnishings, delicate 

patterns, and stimulating color schemes. These elements would come together to form a 

desirable collaboration of decorative elements, which might leave the housewife feeling 

accomplished.

To return to the paintings, the accomplished female decorator is presented in other 

works. Toulmouche goes one step further in demonstrating a confident female 

relationship to the opulently crafted domestic interior in The Admiring Glance, 1868 

(Fig.8). The woman in the painting is conversely presented as a proactive aware creator 

of the interior, her agency within the home is more apparent. The Admiring Glance, 

depicts a domestic interior scene featuring a bourgeois woman with quite notable wealth 

is presented at the center of a domestic interior setting. The refined interior is presumably 

decorated to the specifications of the housewife. Again, the viewer is not given the 

complete room of the interior, rather a small corner of the living space, similar to the
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small spaces illustrated in the fashion prints. The abundantly wealthy aristocratic mistress 

of the home leisurely gazes into a hand mirror as she leans against a simple dark wood 

table. The interior exudes elegance; it displays a compilation of eclectic furniture, a 

Neoclassical sofa, Rococo chair, and folded partition in the background, which 

seamlessly creates a simple and polished atmosphere. As mentioned previously, 

eclecticism within a room meant mixing different revival style elements cohesively 

within one space. Her furniture compliments her extravagant Parisian pink silk dress that 

functions to elevate her graceful sophistication. The aristocratic interior promotes a 

refined eclecticism that enhances the room itself, but more importantly, accentuates her 

and her guests throughout the room.

At the same time, her domestic space is not overtly gaudy, though in this scene 

she is subtly competing with the stylish decorative objects for the viewer’s attention. 

However, she is the true focus within the space, standing in the center of the living area; 

she is circled among her assemblage of ornamented objects. She is the mind behind the 

space, her power and command over the interior is intoxicating and enviable. “Clever, 

Neat, seductive, matronly, or even egotistical - any of these qualities and more were read 

from the arrangement or selection of domestic artifacts.”66 Perhaps she is back from an 

elegant evening of social fun. She walked into her eclectically decorated living room and 

has hastily throwing her gloves shawl and flower on her furnishings, while she stops to 

take a second to admire herself, reflecting on the notable events of the night. She is
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relaxed and notably content back within her domain. The domestic space is where she 

controls the operations of domestic management and decoration.

The Admiring Glance works to highlight two main features of French nineteenth 

century mass-consumption and production, the furnishings and the beautiful fashions 

worn by the housewife. Her detailed and fashionable dress and the display of her 

particular furnishing that she has selected for her home can be admired. She has taken 

care to coordinate the details within her own ensemble, the white flowers she has placed 

in her hair, her matching coat, gloves and fan. The same skills she uses in crafting an 

elegantly coordinated outfit are mirrored within the decoration of the interior. Her gloves 

and fan thrown on the couch become a decorative element within the living space. The 

bright and shinning opera gloves and fan are highlighted components against the ornately 

embroidered Neoclassical couch. As she leans against the desk for support the drapery of 

her gown wraps around the table leg, showing a little bit of the bustle and slip. She 

merges with the furnishings. The pink and white accents within the blue framed furniture 

and the wall paper coordinate with her white accessories and pink dress. The Satin dress 

and velvet coat are the materials used for her furnishings and curtain drapery. Even her 

heavy jacket covering the table resembles that of the tassels on weighty drapes she would 

have placed alongside the windows of her interior. The furnishings become her 

accessories, like jewelry to be shown off. The carefully chosen decorative objects are to 

awe her guests and showcase her style and creativity. The housewife and her home are 

indeed inseparable, and she, like the women reviewed previously, also becomes an
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accessory within it. Yet, she will always have be most comfortable within her adorned 

home, where she has command of its order. Her identity relies upon the domestic interior, 

and its adornment relies upon her decorative skills.

Fashion plate imagery functioned differently than painting in how it interfaced 

with bourgeois women. However, prints like the 1882 La mode Illustree (Fig. 9) similarly 

illustrates Toulmouche’s portrayal of the housewife’s authoritative womanly role within 

the home. Displayed in the center of her living room the bourgeois wife is dressed in an 

elaborate dinner toilette.67 With her hand fan spread outwards and her eyes cast down the 

housewife is inviting the viewer to admire her work, her carefully chosen ornate attire 

and furnishings. Her interior literally becomes a signifier of her skill and decorative taste. 

The curtain against the back wall drapes downward and folds in the same way the train of 

her dress flows to the ground. The curtains in her home are also patterned with curls and 

floral motifs similar to the ones embroidered on her dress. The floral patterns also 

resemble the flowers in the vase and the plant like pattern behind the living room drapery. 

Similarly the beaded tassels along the side of her bustle are analogous to the thread 

tassels dangling from her chair and the curtains. The layered fabrics that could be used 

for her attire such as velvet, satin, cashmere and muslin, were also materials for curtains 

and furnishings.68 Her clothes and the decorated interior are important facets to her 

identity as a fashionable bourgeois woman. Her chic taste is projected onto the interior, 

which becomes an adornment she can proudly display to incoming guests. Her decorated 

home cohesively to matches her fashionable exterior as bourgeois woman, and
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authoritative household manager. Women represented in fashion painting and magazine 

advertisements in an embellished interior solidify the housewife’s creative role as 

domestic coordinator. They work together in to enforce her expected decorative domestic 

role as prescribed by bourgeois ideology. Showcasing the bourgeois woman alone 

alongside heightened decorative elements a domestic interior setting projected the 

expectation that a leisure class woman was the mind behind the grand and elegant interior 

she was presiding over.

Salon fashion painting and similar fashion prints also demonstrates the domestic 

interior as an important facet to her womanly role as decorator and bourgeois wife. 

However, fashion painting had the potential for an aspirational effect on middle-class 

female Salon spectators. The average bourgeois housewife could look upon the images of 

the Admiring Glance and become inspired by the aristocratic woman’s reflective 

confidence and proud attitude. The bourgeois housewife would take note of the fashions 

on the main subject, but her skilled eyes would notice the particular arrangement of the 

interior, the color choices, patterns, furniture and other decorative objects, which make 

the space romantic, sumptuous and inviting. It would be her goal to emulate the opulence 

and wealthier taste of the aristocracy in her own home, through the purchasing of similar 

but more affordable objects.

The housewife and the embellished household become synonymous, the interior 

is as a representation of her family, but more importantly it becomes an intrinsic part of 

her identity. The decorated interior is a reflection of her own taste coupled with her
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understanding of objects prescribed by women’s magazines and manuals. Auguste 

Toulmouche’s paintings presented confident haute bourgeois women within their 

elaborately self-decorated homes. Hung within the Salon, the depicted Aristocratic and 

haute bourgeois women reiterated the housewife’s important relationship to the lavishly 

adorned decorative objects, which filled and distinguished the home, and her role as both 

subject and object within this decorative ensemble. These paintings thus allowed 

bourgeois women to imagine themselves, likewise as a member of the aristocracy or 

haute bourgeoisie and encouraging them to aspire to this class, by emulating their tastes 

and attitude.

The anxiety of the Bourgeoisie embodied the elite’s need to distinguish itself from 

the unworldly working class. Perpetuated by French ideology women were responsible to 

for appropriately dress themselves with the newest fashions, and for selecting ornate 

aesthetically cohesive coordinated furnishings to adorn their homes. Women’s ability to 

be autonomous in managing and creating the interior was critical for the success of their 

family. The bourgeois housewife’s decoration of the interior was therefore not frivolous. 

Her ability to craft an appropriately structured and ornate interior played an integral role 

in the construction of the bourgeois family’s identity. As Toulmouche’s images imply, 

the home was an ambivalent place both repression and empowerment for the housewife. 

While she might be seen at times as a passive object, judged according to superficial 

appearances, her managerial responsibilities also made her an active subject, giving her
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some agency in this process. She ordered and governed all objects placed in her home 

and set the appearance and perception for her home, her family, and herself.
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Chapter 3 

The Interior, a Home for Her Collection

The mid-nineteenth-century bourgeois woman had contradictory roles to fulfill. 

The housewife’s identity as leisure class woman, mother, wife, manager and decorator 

were all tightly tied to the home. Guidebooks, magazines and Salon painting encouraged 

her agency and command over the domestic interior, encouraging and instructing women 

to take control over the household. As discussed in chapters one and two, housewives 

were the main proprietors of domestic management within the home and it was their task 

to choose specific furnishing and decorative elements to embellish the household. The 

decorative responsibilities she had were powerful because they crucially determined the 

stability of the French bourgeois family’s social standing.

The housewife worked hard to make the house a presentable and a comfortable 

environment for her children and husband, guests. This involved among other things, the 

lengthy and complex task of choosing appropriate furnishing for the entire household. 

Because the domestic interior would be scrutinized by outsiders, there was a lot at stake 

in the seemingly superficial task of decorating the house. One can imagine the anxiety 

that might have been caused due to the potential scrutiny of the interior by outsiders. The 

decorated domestic interior created an illusion for the public, one that matched the wife’s 

own projection as a leisurely wife, whose hard work was largely concealed. In order to
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decorate, the housewife had to obtain and gather various kinds of domestic objects, a 

process that was extensive and challenging.

The process of designing decorative interior spaces through assemblages of 

ornamental objects and furnishings was carefully thought out. Her process in constructing 

decorated spaces throughout the household resembles curatorial practice. She considered 

how a guest or family member would walk about the rooms, and how key decorative 

vignettes could be admired from various points in the room. The household thus 

consisted of the housewife’s collection of objects that displayed her educated and tasteful 

eye. A collection that featured conventional prescriptive revival styles paired with her 

acute tastes in color and materials. These decorative objects became prized articles that 

established the household’s representation as Bourgeoisie. The salon living area’s public 

and private atmosphere would have been an important room within the home to showcase 

her collected works. Within the salon, the mantelpiececan be seen as the focal point of 

her collection, a place for the display of her personal assortment of gaudy and ornamental 

pastoral porcelain vases, classical gilded clocks, and monumental candle sticks holders. 

The process of choosing items to decorate the household was more complex than simply 

picking objects that the housewife fancied.

The extensive research provided by Leora Auslander clarifies the gendered 

implications associated with household rooms and decorative revival styles.69 The 

century’s decorative arts movement embodies eclecticism, borrowing from quintessential 

motifs from historical styles. Nineteenth-century revival decorative objects were
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characterized by the appropriation of exaggerated and overly embellished past decorative 

styles. Revival styles are directly associated with the last five kings preceding the 

Revolution of 1789, since the Monarchy dictated style.70 Decorative styles were taken 

from King Henri II’s Medieval or Gothic style, and ending with Louis XVI’s 

Neoclassical style. As pastiche objects, some manufacturers produced hybrid objects that 

featured multiple motifs from various styles. Industrial advancements allowed for 

inexpensive and rapid production of textiles and wood working which propelled the 

decorative arts industries. Inexpensive furnishings allowed the expanding middle-class to 

signify their class as elite through excessively decorating their homes.

An eclectic environment within the home, combining various revival 

styles in one room, was exclusively a bourgeois decorating preference. Eclecticism 

distinguished the bourgeois class from the aristocratic elite. A middle-class housewife 

would choose from a variety of decorative styles to incorporate within her home, where 

as the aristocratic woman would feature one cohesive style throughout her home.71 

Usually the Gothic style was favored within aristocratic home, because it overtly recalled 

the monarchal feudal system and the old world importance of the aristocracy.72 The 

bourgeois housewife’s decorative task was more daunting; she needed to configure an 

array of decorative patterns, colors and motifs that aesthetically fit within the home. 

Utilizing an eclectic atmosphere within the home was crucial, as it explicitly signified 

bourgeois respectability.
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The housewife was expected to decorate all the rooms within the household, 

which included the salon, Salle a manger, boudoir, chambre d ’enfants, and cabinet de 

Monsieur, cabinet de Madame.12 Decorating the home required an understanding and 

knowledge of how objects could be coordinated within these various rooms. Objects and 

patterns designed within specific revival styles were associated with particular masculine 

or feminine gendered qualities. The rooms in the household were also gendered. When 

choosing objects for a room within the French home it was imperative that the housewife 

choose objects decorated in the revival style that coincided with the gender of the room. 

As addressed previously, any decorative disruptions throughout the household such as 

displaying a gothic revival chair within the cabinet de Madame, the exclusively female 

social space could be scrutinized by her mother-in-law, or female social acquaintance. 

She would thus be considered an inadequate housewife, and her family immediately seen 

as unfit of bourgeois status, if she did not acknowledge the specific gendered signs of 

objects. Using Leora Auslander’s research I created a table (Fig. 10) which demonstrates 

the gendered associations of each revival style and to what rooms within the home they 

were allowed to be displayed. Understanding these complex gender relations within the 

home further shows the woman’s extensive and complex task of creating the domestic 

interior to form a well-developed interior collection.

Gendered Objects and Rooms within the Home

For instance the dining room was a public and therefore masculine space because 

it only functioned to formally entertain houseguests.74 The public sphere was associated
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the Flaneur which embodied masculine dominance and freedom of access.75 On the other 

hand the domestic private space was the domain of the woman. Private rooms 

inaccessible to the public would be gendered as feminine, such as the boudoir.76 The 

Gothic revival style was associated with masculinity as exemplified in the image of a 

Gothic chair, c.1860 (Fig. 11). The thick and heavy dark wood frame of the chairs 

resembles the architectural qualities of arches and crests of gothic cathedrals. Some Henri 

II gothic inspired furnishings featured tall pointed spires along the back of the chairs. The 

furniture is hard and bare, lacking plush upholstery and embellished with a medieval 

pattern. A collaboration of curved black and brown motifs simultaneously resemble 

tapestries, cathedral like shapes, and stained glass patterns. However, in many cases 

upholstery was absent in gothic furnishing design, and the sitter was subject to the bare 

rectangular frame of the seat. Renaissance, Louis XIII revivals were also strictly 

masculine objects, usually overly upholstered with rich velvet textiles. They were heavily 

adorned in gilt bronze, to seem golden and featured carved or painted classical scenes, 

and cherub angels. Their presence in the home was also open to the male study, the 

dining room, and living room.

Meanwhile, the Rococo, Louis XV and Neoclassical, Louis XVI revivals had 

feminine connotations, and would be used in the boudoir and the children’s bedrooms, 

which were associated with the nurturing mother. A Rococo chair c.1865 (fig. 12) 

incorporates delicate nature motifs, plush fabrics, pastel shades, and gilded or pearl 

embellishments.77 Sometimes revival styles were both feminine and masculine, what
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Auslander terms as androgynous.78 Baroque, the Louis XIV style and Rococo revival 

decorative objects transitioned between feminine and masculine perhaps depending on 

the motifs and colors that adorned them. Angular shapes, dark wood frames, and richly 

saturated colors were associated with masculinity, whereas curved shapes, floral and 

faunal depictions, and pastel colors were overtly feminine.

Revival objects’ connection with the aristocratic styles helped to further project 

the bourgeois family’s identity as wealthy important individuals. However, the 

furnishings were made of inferior materials that were more affordable like gilt bronze, 

fake pearl embellishments and common woods decorated with simplified motifs. The 

Bourgeois housewife would be aware of these differences in design, and she would also 

understand their correct placement within the home. Navigating the gendered 

object/room relationship, the mistress of the home would adhere to these decorating 

codes whilst assessing her options and areas of decorative creativity. While decorative 

revival styles could possess both gendered meanings, only one room in the household 

could allow both feminine and masculine decorative objects coalesce within the same 

space, this space was the salon, living room. Therefore the living room became the most 

socially important and creatively expressive room for the housewife, where she could 

explicitly show her decorative knowledge and taste without gendered constraints.

The Living Room
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The living room was what Aulander terms a liminal space because it functioned 

as a public and private room, a social space to mingle with incoming guests, and a 

recreational space for the family.79 In the salon the housewife’s collection of carefully 

chosen decorative objects could be most admired by her peers. The living room was also 

a fluid space that defied the strict gendered object/spatial relationship because it had the 

ability to incorporate all revival styles of furnishings. Aulander also calls the living room 

a hermaphroditic space because it is used as a place for both genders to interact. Within 

the living room housewife was able to create an eclectic interior that cohesively 

combined a variety of revival styles in one space.80 She could decorate with the greatest 

creative freedom and decorative autonomy in this space utilizing all Revival styles. 

Assorted Rococo, Gothic, and Renaissance furnishings could be placed side by side to 

create the finest eclectic living room. The eclectic arrangement still adheres to the rules 

of the gendered object/spatial room relationship, yet it also becomes a unique 

configuration of objects arranged to the housewife’s liking. In this sense the decoration of 

the living room allowed her to have greater creative freedom.

A Domestic Collection

The home thus can be understood as a domestic collection which involved the 

careful choosing and compiling of highly signified revival furnishing and that reflected 

the housewife’s own style, such as her favored color palette. Within the living room the 

housewife could display her own unique configuration of decorative objects that would 

suit the needs of her family and guests, as well as the physical architecture of the space.
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She would need to assess important details such as how many mirrors, sofas, rugs, 

drapes, were needed within her home. Could a piano fit within her living room? How 

much seating would she need, depended on the size of her family as well as the average 

quantity and frequency of guests she entertained yearly. These meticulous decisions were 

sometimes guided by the advice ladies like Madame Pariset, or through collaboration 

with her social peers. The housewife’s home became a space for a diversified and unique 

collection that exemplified her developed aesthetic, crafting a specific comfortable and 

elegant environment crafted to her liking. Yet it was not only her own subjective 

preferences that came into play; rather creating a grand embellished living room required 

a thorough understanding of the domestic realm as a complex mode of signification.

A room came together cohesively through the acquisition of elements to adorn 

every facet of the home. Excessive drapery and tassels, detailed pastiche furnishings, 

velvet drapery, gilt-framed salon paintings, and brightly painted vases were all chosen 

through her specific consideration using magazine illustrations and department store 

shopping trips. The domestic interior became her cabinet of curiosities, where the 

collection of domestic objects became valid. The space was continuously curated and 

refreshed with the changing seasons, festive occasions and as decorative styles came in 

and out of popularity. The placement of her objects within the home set the precedence 

for how her family was to embody. By surrounding one’s family with superficially 

extravagant and eclectic objects that faintly recalled the grandeur and opulence of the 

extinct French elite, the bourgeois household could feel patriotic. The bourgeoisie could
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claim cultural awareness and embody privilege; living among pieces of the historic 

aristocracy, whilst paving a new history, a bourgeois history for France. Fashion plates 

and Fashion Genre painting showcase the bourgeois housewife persona as the cognizant 

and accomplished collector presiding over her salon mantelpiece, the heart of her 

collecting efforts. The domestic female collection is unique in that they utilized objects 

which were constantly evolving. Like the cabinet of curiosities, objects were coveted and 

carefully chosen through a system of laborious research and particular aesthetic liking. 

The housewife hunted for new objects that added cohesion and unique a presence to her 

collection, which might have been an amusing process. Like the male collector and his 

antique artifacts and scientific specimens, the female collector would never have a 

complete collection. There was always room for new objects that could bolster her 

collection to catch the attention of reoccurring visitors.

The Sophisticated Collector

A 1865 La Mode Illustree, Journal de la Famille (Fig. 13) displays a fashion 

advertisement of an interior scene cluttered with five models displaying new and enviable 

garments. Below the garments are meticulous explanations describing color, fabric, 

embroidery and technique used to create the exquisite gowns displayed in the illustration. 

The advertisements would also indicate what grand magasins she can purchase them 

from. Though they are not listed, the decorative elements in the room are also important, 

reinforcing that a woman’s identity and appearance was not limited to what she wore but 

also extended to how she decorated her home.
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The women in the illustration look almost identical to one another. They do not 

seem to engage each other in the space, and their expressions are vacant, looking out to a 

distant corner of the room. The illustration could be portraying the same woman, in 

several different garments throughout her home. The housewife flipping through the 

advertisements could envision herself in these garments, searching for patterns and 

fabrics that she does not yet possess. The right half of the plate shows the fifth version of 

the woman standing by herself facing the mantelpiece. She is not vacantly looking out 

into the interior, but instead turns her attention the hearth of the home. Perhaps she is 

admiring the collection of assorted objects displayed on the mantelshelf. Or perhaps she 

is looking at herself in the mirror above the mantelpiece, reassured that she has created a 

successful interior space. Looking into the mirror she gazes at the domestic interior space 

behind her reflection, and she sees herself immersed within her collection. She spends a 

majority of her time in this space, enjoying its eclectic atmosphere while teaching her 

children, catching up with old acquaintances, entertaining evening guests, and relaxing 

with her husband. Though her collection strove to demonstrate her personal crafts- 

womanship to impress others, it needed to be a space that she could admire daily. The 

creation of a vastly faceted domestic interior setting was ultimately a space for the 

housewife’s amusement.

The mantelpiece formed the highlight of her collection, a place where precious 

knickknacks and purely decorative items can be admired for their whimsical appeal. The 

adorned mantelshelf was a symbol for her success and her empowerment within the space
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through her process of household curation. Common objects on the mantelshelf would 

include vases, clocks and candle stick holders, always accompanied by an overhanging 

large gilded or silver framed mirror. These objects which seem to fill a practical function 

are rendered useless by their excessive ornamentation. An 1880’s clock (Fig. 14) shows 

the popular Rococo style covered in gilt bronze adornments around the clock’s face. 

Curved ornamentation and cherub angels were also essential and dominated the object so 

the face of the clock almost becomes an arbitrary element. Rococo and Renaissance 

candle stick holders, 1880, (Fig. 15) display gild bronze floral elements and garlands 

which stem out of a deep blue porcelain vase. Again, the decorative elements are 

overpowering and distract from the actual use of the object. These objects prove her 

elegant taste rather than form a functional use. Eclectic decoration present within the 

living room positions the housewife as the educated curator within the home. Since the 

interior is her domain the housewife is expected to fulfil a place of authority by taking 

command of the decoration of the interior.

Auguste Toulmouche’s painting La Lettre D ’amour, 1873 (Fig. 16) presents a 

similar scene to the young woman in La Mode Illustree. The housewife is resting upon 

her mantelpiece peacefully residing in her beautiful eclectic interior. She rests upon a 

delicate footstool and admires the object she chose for display, such as the cobalt blue 

floral vase situated upon the mantelshelf. This housewife has read her manuals, and 

searched through magazines to find the objects he desired. As a result she has created a 

beautifully curated interior, with a particular color pattern and deigns that showcases her
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particular taste. Every detail of the domestic interior is adorned and decorated. The wall 

paper, drapery, rug, and cloth covering the mantelpiece coincide with one another whilst 

featuring different patterned blue and red furnishings. The housewife has even cleverly 

used the floral blue and white patterned cloth to be featured throughout different parts of 

the home, tying together a cohesive element within the space. She is pondering and 

reflective in her highly decorated interior, each lavish element validating her achievement 

as an effective home decorator and bourgeois woman. Her collection is unique, it will 

change over time as the seasons changes, trends evolve, and her specific palate alters. 

The collection will always feature new furnishings and colors to be displayed as time and 

wear takes its toll on the utilitarian collection. For now she can enjoy her hard work in a 

constant attempt to create a bourgeois living space that will be admired by the public, 

confirming her success and identity as domestic decorator.

Similarly a portrait of aristocratic French Parisian socialite Charlotte de 

Rothschild commissioned by Jean-Leon Gerome in 1866 (Fig. 17) more directly 

expresses the woman’s empowerment regarding her collection.81 Here Charlotte is 

presented like Toulmouche’s women, near her mantelpiece. She’s not casually standing 

within the space. Instead, her gaze is cast out attentively onto the viewer. She rests her 

elbow onto the mantelshelf, confidently gazing outward and claiming ownership over the 

interior. Aristocratic women would also be expected to govern the home, which included 

decorative tasks.82 As showcased in Gerome’s portrait o f Charlotte, the room is decorated 

not in the bourgeois fashion creating an environment of eclectic mixture of furnishings.
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In the socially elite manner Charlotte designed a revival style room; in this case she chose 

to create a Renaissance revival room. Fashion Genre painters borrowed from this elite 

portrait construction, but instead showcased the middle-class female collector as 

contented and confident within her bourgeois eclectic interior. Toulmouche’s housewife 

depicted in La Femme a L ’eventail, c.1870 (Fig. 18) is unaware of her viewer enjoying 

the splendor of her salon.

Like the woman in La Lettre D ’Amour, the La Femme a L ’eventail housewife is 

unaware o f our presence, her intricately layered bustle of her gown faces us. She also 

gently rests her foot on her stool, cooling herself with her fan. She is dressed in a striking 

evening own, her fan and gloves add as decorative elements that compliment her 

extravagant gown. The presentation of objects lined along the mantelpiece also elevates 

the cultural and orderly environment of the room. The vases on either side of the 

mantelpiece enforce elegant symmetry throughout the space. The statue, gilded in bronze 

depicts mythical gods, and innocent cherub angels, recalling the Bourgeoisie’s 

appropriation of Rococo and Renaissance cultural fascination with the intricate and the 

classical. The presence of useless but beautiful and extravagant objects within the space 

projects a sense of cultural awareness and sophisticated attitude. However, the revival 

objects are pastiches and are culturally misplaced throughout the space. The bourgeoisie 

crafted a sense of heightened and phony sense of cultural elitism as a way to combat 

aristocratic privilege. Similarly the Bourgeois housewife’s role in creating a seemingly
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cultural atmosphere within the home parallels her competing leisurely attitude and active 

decorative role.

The bourgeois housewife incorporated a highly constructed identity as effortless 

decorator who is always acutely adorned, and whose home is a clear representation of the 

Bourgeoisie ideals. She was the proprietor of the home, the designer, manager, curator 

and collector. Her careful choosing of unique but essential items within the home 

established the bourgeoisie in the domestic realm as independently wealthy families who 

effortlessly embodied the great historical styles of French culture. They were not 

aristocratic but they had a stead in French culture and were significant citizens furthering 

the future development of France. The French housewife was not a citizen; however her 

role as decorator was critical to development to future French citizens, her children. Her 

regulation of the domestic interior as a symbolic realm of bourgeois class belonging 

makes her role as decorator powerful. The woman alone decided what pieces to include 

in her collection, as well as their placement and aesthetic arrangement. Therefore the 

housewife’s role as house manager, decorator, and curator gave her the ability to 

establish agency within the private sphere. The creation of the bourgeois domestic 

interior proved to be a challenging task. Her navigation of gendered objects and rooms, 

her understanding of popular trends in home decoration, and her education through 

manuals and magazines was work that took careful time and planning. Ultimately her 

labors resulted in an elegant, tasteful, and orderly environment that appeared to be 

effortlessly designed and presented in the home.
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Conclusion

The contemporary housewife is subject to ridicule in modem culture and 

the media, such as the infamous television parodies and reality shows that exploit the 

housewives role in the home. Television suggests they are “Desperate Housewives,” their 

lives are heightened and portrayed with scandal, sex, and constant self-medication. 

Contemporary American culture has come to understand a housewife as sexually 

frustrated, untrustworthy, materialistic, narcissistic and not by any means independent. 

Their choice to work within the home and be financially dependent is now seen as 

suspicious: “Well why doesn’t she work?”; “Why did she even go to college?”; “Good 

thing she married well.” Their choice seems unmodern, almost oppressive; it is assumed 

that they gain little from presiding over their household and raising their children. They 

must be miserable, bored, languid creatures who are wasting away their intelligence, 

occupying themselves with the occasional book club, or their 9:30 pilates class. Women 

are instead encouraged to believe they can “have it all” : a career, a family, and a healthy 

relationship. Meanwhile the choice to stay at home is seen as limiting, and the home itself 

a space that is restrictive, devoid of intellectual stimulation and oppressively mundane.

Today’s negative stereotypes of the housewife are in stark contrast to the 

idealized 1950’s housewife, who still looms in the recent past within old magazine ads 

and television commercials. She was always attentive, enjoyed cooking and cleaning her
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home, fascinated by the newest convenient home appliances. Her main objectives were to 

watch over the children and organize her next dinner party. The 50’s housewife was the 

model woman of the time; it was the goal of women within that era to embrace their 

prescribed femininity and nurturing qualities within the home. However with the 

Woman’s Liberation Movement of the 1960s the housewife was recast as a negative 

symbol of women’s oppression. One of the first and most important feminist critiques of 

women’s traditional domestic roles was Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique, 1963. A 

hallmark within the feminist cannon, Friedan critically analyzed the lives and 

expectations o f the 1950’s housewives, and helped to understand the patriarchal 

prescriptive attitudes towards women’s roles in American society. Along with the 

emergence of second-wave feminism and the women’s liberation movement of the late 

1960’s, women began to voice their discontent within the home and demand engagement 

in careers in the public realm. Subsequently second-wave feminism’s critical protests of 

the supposed natural domestic role of women in the home lead to their future progressive 

achievements in the public workplace. This allowed third-wave feminists of the late 80’s 

to further advocate for women to choose a career outside or inside the home. Though 

recent feminist history has made grand strides for women outside the private realm, her 

choice to return to it is still criticized and assumed as unrewarding and oppressive.

However, while the Feminist movement has improved the lives of women in 

countless important ways, its denigration of the housewife does not acknowledge the 

important historical role she played. Indeed, as this thesis has argued, the role of the
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nineteenth-century French housewife was not just a frivolous or superficial one, but a 

serious responsibility upon which public and private bourgeois life depended. Moreover, 

activities such as decorating the home could be sources o f great pleasure and creative 

agency for women, as well as an important site of identity formation.

The housewife’s decorative act stabilized her gender role, and strengthened her 

identity as a bourgeois woman. She constructed her femininity through glittering objects, 

detailed patterns, colors and textures, arranged in a specific way to elaborate and elevate 

her home. There was a mind a work here, her careful selection of objects wouldn’t be 

strictly superficial. She would take pleasure in the aesthetic assortment she created, but 

she also understood their purposes and the intent behind every purchase. This process 

was not mindless consumerism, rather an intended accumulation of objects that perhaps 

created thematic nuances in the interior, or captured a whimsical aura. The domestic 

interior was a space she could craft mood and present imaginative spaces in the home. 

There would be pleasure in the process of choosing objects that fit her particular taste, 

establishing an specific eye for color and contrasts in texture that was simply her own. 

Today’s disdain of the housewife leaves little room to appreciate the forms of creativity 

and agency that women historically enacted in the home; further it may hinder women 

today from being able to appreciate and take pride in activities of self-adornment or home 

decor. I will end with a more personal example that illustrates this dilemma.

“I love your nails, what are you wearing?!” is a phrase I hear all the time, but for 

me it never has a simple answer. Nail lacquer is what I collect and I find enjoyment in



61

adorning my nails in a new color every week. To this seemingly simple question I am 

instantly overwhelmed and I want to bombard my poor observer with an overload of 

information. I try to catch myself and simply say “thank you.” My nails aren’t merely 

purple, they are magenta, it is a creme texture with tiny gold and pink mico-flecs that are 

only visible in direct sunlight. Like the housewife’s decorative process I have a specific 

way of collecting. I chose this color because to me it was interesting and has depth. I 

liked the consistency and texture and I did not already own something similar in my 

collection. These elements come into consideration when I purchase nail lacquer, and 

every decision is made this way. There are colors I won’t wear because I don’t like the 

texture or color; it has to have a certain inexplicable quality that catches my attention. For 

instance I don’t collect metallic or pearl finishes because I find them to look outdated; 

they remind me of the colors I would wear in middle-school.

Nail blogs, Instagram accounts and nail related zines are my research resources 

that keep me up to date on new collections, tips and design inspiration. I understand the 

strengths and weakness in drugstore, independent and high-end brands, and through this 

interest I have gained specific product terminology from my immersion in the nail 

community. Nail lacquers have different finishes or textures: matte, glossy, jelly, glitter, 

micro-glitter, flees, holographic, creme, and sand. The quality of a product is dependent 

on its opacity and even application the nail. I read reviews and look at color swatches that 

inform my decisions. Blogs comment on the number of coats to reach full opacity, how 

the lacquer looks on various skin colors, and if there are dupes, or other brands that make
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a remarkably similar product, almost a copy. Nail shape is also important and subject to 

personal preference, shapes are also trends that can recall an older era, or seem extremely 

modern. Oval, almond, and round shapes were desirable in the early twentieth century 

and have made a recent revival, while square, stiletto, or coffin shapes are contemporary. 

Modern nail culture has progressed to a point where color and texture is becoming more 

experimental and inclusive. Gone are the days of red and pink colors only acceptable for 

the early twentieth-century woman or black for the rebellious punk or grudge woman or 

man. Nail color can signify angst, glamour, liveliness, and animation that that wearer can 

embody.

I find enjoyment in the ritual of shaping my nails to the perfect oval shape, 

choosing color, or colors to layer, and taking the time to paint them the particular way to 

my liking. For the following 20 minutes I relax while my nails are drying to take a break 

from my hectic weekly schedule. Collecting nail color and painting my nails is my 

creative outlet. I take time to research, purchase items and engage in the process of 

manicuring my nails. I find great satisfaction in this interest; it is not a superficial or 

unnecessary act that many might perceive. My understanding of the history of nail 

lacquer and the way it has transformed women and men to express a persona or attitude 

since its inception at the turn of the century, tells an important overlooked history. 

Similarly, I have argued, the French housewife could elevate her bourgeois identity and 

access agency and amusement through her decorative role. Ultimately she could have 

experienced a joy and satisfaction during the process of crafting the various rooms of the
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household, collecting beautiful objects and furnishing distinctively curated rooms she 

would be proud to live amongst.

By acknowledging the pleasure and agency that attended the nineteenth-century 

French housewife’s duties within the home, this thesis seeks to reclaim the devalued 

interests in decor, fashion, and self-adornment as valid and worthy activities. Through 

these experiences, women as well as men, critically engage with the world around them 

and express their identities.
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Figure 1.

Nineteenth-Century French Styled Domestic Interior Salon, 1860

Source: Charlotte Gere, Nineteenth Century Interiors: An Album o f  

Watercolors (London: Thames & Hudson, 1992), 34.
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Figure 2.

Fashion Plate, La Mode Illustree, Journal de la Famille, c. 1868
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Figure 3.

Fashion Plate, La Mode Illustree, c. 1873



Figure 4.

Fashion Plate, La Mode Illustree, c. 1860



Auguste Toulmouche, The Reading Lesson, 1865

Figure 5.
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Figure 6.

Auguste Toulmouche, Dolce Far Niente, 1877



Auguste Tolmouche, Idyll Thoughts, 1872

Figure 7.
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Figure 8.

Auguste Touimouche, The Admiring Glance, 1868
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1882

Dinner toilette.

Figure 9.

Fashion Plate, La Mode Illustree, 1882
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Revival Style Masculine/Feminine Room King

Medieval/Gothic Masculine
Dining Room 
Male Study 
Living Room Henri II

Renaissance Masculine
Dining Room 
Male Study 
Living Room Louis XIII

Baroque Masc./Fem.

Male Study 
Female Study 
Living Room 
Bedroom

Louis XIV

Rococo Masc./Fem.
Male Study 
Female Study 
Living Room 
Bedroom

Louis XV

Neoclassical Feminine
Bedroom 
Living Room Louis XVI

Figure 10.
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Figure 11.

Gothic Revival Armchair, Paris, 1850

Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, European Revivals Collection
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Figure 12.

Rococo Style Chair, Paris, 1865

Source: Catherine Arminjon, and Yvonne Brunhammer, L 'Art De 

Vivre: Decorative Arts and Design in France 1789-1989 (New York: 

Rizzoli, 1989), 30.
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Figure 13.

Fashion Plate, La Mode Illustree Journal de la Famille, 1865

Source: Joe Anne Olian, Victorian and Edwardian Fashions “La Mode 

Illustree (London: Dover Publication, 1998), 18.



88

Transfer-printed
vignettes
iaie- I8 IH  ceniury 

Romanticism

Figure 14.

Rococo Revival Clock, Paris, c. 1880

Source: Judith Miller, Decorative Arts: Style and Design from  

Classical to Contemporary (New York: DK Publishing, 2006), 310.
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Figure 15.

Rococo/Renaissance Revival style candlestick holders, c.1880

Source: Judith Miller, Decorative Arts: Style and Design from  Classical to 

Contemporary (New York: DK Publishing, 2006), 366.
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Figure 16.

Auguste Toulmouche, La Lettre D  ’amour, 1870
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Figure 17.

Jean-Leon Gerome, Portrait o f  Charlotte de Rothschild, 1866 

Source: Musee d'Orsay, Paris
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Figure 18.

Auguste Toulmouche, La Femme a L ’evential, c. 1870 

Source: Courtesy of the Frick Archives


