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Abstract

Imbued with conservative Victorian values, the tradition of British Women’s journals and
handbooks of the nineteenth century professed an emphasis on inner beauty, rather than
external appearances. Indeed, it was not exceptional for printed manuals dedicated to
beauty to begin lessons by reiterating this principle as a sort of mission statement.
Despite this common proclamation of developing an inner character to complement a
pleasant exterior, a very superficial culture developed around these publications which
not only promoted a fashionable existence but also mass-consumerism for female readers.

Detailed descriptions of the proper ways to present one’s outer display, from facial and
bodily hygiene to appropriate fashions are the core of these nineteenth-century manuals
and pleasurable reading sources for British women. Advice and instructions on how to
prepare one’s toilet for all occasions, as when dressing for an event or season, in fact
filled most of these publications. This overshadowing of Victorian morals for women
with extensive coverage of superficial appearances could be a testament to fashion which
was perceived as an extension of feminine desires, or possibly a biased media advocating
a consumer culture dominated by women.

It is imperative for historians to study associations between good health, beauty,
domesticity, femininity, morality, and consumerism so as to reevaluate former
understandings of Victorian ideals. In order to further understand the business of
nineteenth-century publications aimed at female readers and the culture these handbooks
and journals struggled to sell, it is important to take a closer look at how British
Victorians reconciled the differences between strict expectations of moral values and
actual social practices of glorifying outer feminine beauty.
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Introduction:
We know that all attention to personal appearance and costume has been
denounced...as inconsistent with the precepts of our holy faith. But this is
a gross mistake. The body is in itself...beautifully made; and we are
boungl to preserve that beauty, and to prevent its injury, by all the skill and
contrivance in our power, taking care that all our efforts to this end shall
be in perfect accordance with moral order and internal excellence.!
This excerpt from an 1843 English beauty guide argued that external beauty was not
inconsistent with Christian piety. While the unknown author of The Ladies’ Hand-book
of the Toilet comprehended that there were readers who would shun her writing and her
mission, she claimed that beautification was a Christian duty. To those who would argue
that cultivating one’s physicé] beauty conflicted with Christian notions of modesty and
morality, this beauty guide creator suggested that the human body, a product of divine
creation, deserved respect and maintenance. She reiterated,- using the language of
Christian duty, that a woman had a religious responsibility to maintain and embellish her
natural beauty. Beauty culture was perfectly acceptable to and part of a “moral order.”
Exteribr beauty, while ostensibly in conflict with the nineteenth-century ideal of
femininity, was an important mirror of inner beauty and spiritual virtue—a value which
the Victorian middle class held high. The constraints of Victorian femininity were
therefore based on the desire for a demure domestic goddess, though the boundaries of
acceptable femininity called for the aid of beauty to physically define a proper Victorian
lady by the purity of her inner character, as it revealed itself upon her countenance.

Therefore, in an indirect and perhaps unintentional manner, Victorian Christianity

promoted awareness of the female body and costumes.

! The Ladies’ Hand-book of the Toilet: A Manual of Elegance and Fashion, Viii.
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Victorian contemporaries considered domesticity to be the most salient ideal
which a Christian woman should strive to achieve. John Loudon, a nineteenth-century
writer, promoted domesticity and female grace, while insisting that a “woman’s virtuosity

lay in her containment.”?

Victorian social expectations were therefore made clear
through religious and popular literature: a woman’s place was in the home. Why then, if
women were expected to remain pure angels within the confines of the domestic setting,
was there at the same time a thriving beauty culture which inherently encouraged
ostentatious displays?

Popular Victorian ideology concerning women dictated that wives and mothers
managed the domestic setting and left the public sphere to men. However, while
bourgeois husbands developed their professions in the city, Elizabeth Langland argues
that women were expected to cultivate a “career of sociability” to improve the social
standing of their families.> Thus, even while socializing outside the home, women were
supposed to dedicate themselves to family values. Langland further argues that women’s
fashion was important because it symbolized the family’s social standing. She suggests
that acceptable fashions of the angel in the house to the class-consciousness of Victorian
values:

...a lady’s apparel, as physically confining as it may have been, was also a
sign of her class power because it precluded physical labor and displayed
her managerial status. "

As appearance was so central to a lady’s class position, many Victorian observers

commented about women’s looks, their clothes, and their physical beauty. Many

2 Davidoff, Leonore and Catherine Hall. Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class,
1780-1850, 191.

3 Langland, Elizabeth. Nobody'’s Angels: Middle-Class Women and Domestic Ideology in Victorian
Culture, 39.

4 Langland, Nobody’s Angel, 37.
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Victorians professed that a lady should strive for a “natural” appearance and that “the
natural beauty which marked the female body was opposed to artificial aids...but also to
the male body;” women’s physical beauty was supposed to be distinctly feminine and
natural, but not without the assistance of fashion and creams.’

Victorian ideals and practice of femininity were very contradictory. As Margaret
Beetham explains, beginning in the 1850’s, the shape of a woman’s body was a great
source of her sexual appeal; the ideal of this time was

a small waist between a voluptuous bosom and large hips, exaggerated by

the crinoline or the later bustle. The corset produced the ‘natural’

difference of the feminine body to a heightened (or ‘unnatural’) degree.®
Beetham argues that “fashion had come to define the feminine” in the Victorian era.”
Therefore, Victorian society expected even pious women to achieve ideal femininity
though dress and appearance.

While the intent and language of such popular writing for women as The Ladies’
Hand-book of the Toilet appeared on the surface to conflict with the values of Victorian
society, it supported the growing concern with the need to beautify middle-class women.
Although the constraints of Christianity permeated Victorian society, including aiding in
the formation of gender roles and class differences, it did not completely control the lives
of its constituents. One area in which one might expect Victorian Christian values and
actual practice to have collided is with regards to the popularity of beauty culture. The

beauty culture of nineteenth-century Britain promoted the conservation and development

of individual beauty through a regiment of scrubbing, preening, and clothing oneself

3 Beetham, Margaret. 4 Magazine of Her Own?: Domesticity and Desire in the Woman's Magazine, 1800-
1914, 85.

*Beetham, 4 Magazine of Her Own, 84.

"Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own, 40.



$ 5330 0T TTTITTT0TLTLIRIILITLTLEETROELELELOECLOECETRLTCLNETL

S TR AR RO LR SIS LNDE ST sSLS MR LFRSTRN RRRGA P R SN NN RN R TR DSV AR RR TN SR CER VTR QRRuea AR IR TR S L S R R A A N

properly, all with the intention to show the results not only to one’s husband but also
friends, neighbors, and society as a whole. Also, Victorian Britain, like all other
societies, did establish norms of feminine beauty to be idealized by society as a whole.
Whether or not contemporary women felt compelled to follow these expectations,
continues to be the subject of historical scrutiny.

The rise of the middle class exposed new social divisions of British Victorian
culture which influenced the need for organizations and publications to underscore the
uniqueness of the middle class by i)romoting the ideals and values of this specific group.
Christianity and beauty manuals were two such vehicles for social regulation. According
to Kathy Peiss, both “encyclopedias” and “ladies’ guides...point to the growing
importance of maintaining a good appearance in an increasingly cc')mmercial society.”
Other historians also see a close correlation between beauty, fashion, and the need for
middle class Victorians to maintain their status and moral authority:

Evangelical spokesmen constantly warned young girls about the lure of

dress. A preoccupation with personal adornment is not surprising since it

was one of the few arenas for women’s creativity and standards of

women’s dress were important in demonstrating family position.’

The Victorian middle class was thus the main consumer of a popular beauty
culture and its literature, and utilized these outlets to support an obsession with female
purity and superficial beauty. The middle class sought to validate its position through the
morals and appearances of its women.

Victorians therefore linked beauty and morality. In order to understand the

similarities and departures of beauty advice literature from Christian ideals of beauty, one

must first explore these standards. For Loudon, “women were always tender and

8 peiss, Kathy. Hope in a Jar: the Making of America’s Beauty Culture, 15.
® Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortune, 413.
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delicate, as different as possible from men;” for some contemporaries, femininity was
therefore intrinsically linked to fragility.w In regards to the standards of inner excellence,
Davidoff and H'a;ll assert that “femininity remained the model of beauty, immorality in
women as expressed by indepehdent action was, by definition, ugly.”“ However,
Davidoff and Hall argue that British society confined women as a means to preserve their
beauty and innocence. 2 Additionally, Mary Ann Hedge, a nineteenth-century
Evangelical writer, revealed acceptable standards of loveliness for Victorian women
when she described a young woman in one of her stories as ‘delicately blooming,” with
pink cheeks; this writer effectively likened the complexion of the ideal woman with that
of a rose."

The loveliness displayed on the exterior of Victorian Women was an important
social tool, not simply to reflect upon personal character, but also to indicate the superior
beauty and morality of her social position, within the middle class. As historian Kathy
Peiss explains, nineteenth—éentury Americans (who inherited much of the British cultural
norms of the time), harbored “a belief in physiognomic principles, that outer appearance

»1 Loudon argued that a “woman represents taste

corresponded to inner character.
without which there is no morality;” both a woman’s appearance and her moral compass
are therefore important characteristics of her ability to represent and lead the social

conscience. '

1 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 191.

"" Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 28.

12 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 28-30.
" Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 414.
4 peiss, Hope in a Jar, 24.

'* Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 191.
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Analyzing contemporary advertisements, and beauty and fashion manuals
magazines, I argue that these publications promoted the idea that women could be both
modest Christian ladies and women of fashion. In the latter half of the nineteenth
century, however, the specific language of Christian piety which influenced the
acceptability of a beauty culture evolved into the jargon and values of secular Victorian
society. This does not prove that advice literature convinced Victorian women and
society as a whole that beautification was not incompatible with the ideal domestic
goddess. However, the dual nature of feminine roles which these publications promoted
for Victorian women does suggest that there was a market within the Victorian middle

class for the creation of harmony between the angel of the house and the vain female.
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Historical Literature:

Many historians argue that there seemed to be a contrast between the moral and
modest Victorian woman and the contemporary fashionable lady, promoted by magazines
and manuals. The work of several historians who study American and British culture of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries also suggests that there was an inherent conflict
between expectations of and a desire for female beauty and the demure roles which
Victorian societal values dictated women should fill. These historians suggest that while
there was a simultaneous portrayal of Victorian women in the roles of the modest angel
in the house and lady of fashion who desired to beautify herself, the juxtaposition of these
two images could not be reconciled. In addition, those who study the making of the
Victorian middle class have demonstrated how the Victorians used the language of
Christian morality to prove the superiority of this new social group. Therefore, the need
to demonstrate a class position encouraged the middle class to reconcile the contradiction
between the moral woman and fashionable lady; contemporaries interpreted Christianity
as supporting their interest in fashion and beauty. The angel in the house became the
arbiter of this morality and, significantly, the representative of the middle class."®

Robert Jones’ work on cultural meanings and application of beauty in the
eighteenth century suggests that there was a long history of British beauty culture. In
Gender and the Formation of Taste in Eighteenth-Century Britain, Jones argues for the
influences of the middle class and politics in the development of British ideals of beauty.
Jones argues that, in eighteenth-century Britain, “beauty could be used to assess the

morality or conduct of a woman,” while allowing her a certain amount of social and

16 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes.
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political power.!” Jones also suggests that “the dual position of women as both agents of
corruption and idle ornament,” as well as a popular notion that beauty “can never be
purified enough,” led to cultural changes.'® Jones claims that the development of the
British middle class began in the eighteenth century and ripened into a social group
which utilized “the appearance and social presence of women as the signs of middle class
goodness and forbearance.”!’ |

In The Best Circles, Leonore Davidoff discusses beauty in the context of social
practices of high society in nineteenth-century Britain. This historian explains that the
amount of “time, energy and money” spent on the rising stature of the family and the
individual “weighed heavily on the individual conscience.””® However, Davidoff does
clarify that these same notions which propelled both social and physical artificiality were
“ideals of duty...based on Christian precepts,” which she believes justified this apparent
selfish and superficial behavior in the eyes of nineteenth-century women.?!

Working with Catherine Hall to produce a study of the economic and social
relations between gender and Britain’s nineteenth-century middle class, Davidoff’s
Family Fortunes also discusses female beauty in association with sexuality and
femininity. Davidoff and Hall argue that fashions of the time “favoured a petite, dainty,
almost child-like image,” which were repressing for women who did not fit this social

ideal.?? In addition, Davidoff and Hall assert that the increasing importance for middle

class British in the nineteenth century to align themselves with a “moral power,” which

'7 Jones, Robert W. Gender and the Formation of Taste in Eighteenth-Century Britain, 2.
18 Jones, Gender and the Formation of Taste, 6, 12.

1% Jones, Gender and the Formation of Taste, 209-10.

2 Davidoff, Leonore. The Best Circles, 39.

2 Davidoff, The Best Circles, 39.

22 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 413.
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was associated with Christianity and the rejection of “earthly spoils.”?® These historians
therefore suggest that contemporary justification of beautifying one’s exterior had
foundations in conservative Victorian values and the language of Christian piety.
Cultivating beauty was a duty for nineteenth-century British women.

Kathy Peiss argues for the existence of a simultaneous desire for and disdain of
“beauty culture” in early American society. Peiss’ Hope in a Jar: The Making of
America’s Beauty Culture is an investigation into the “rich history of women’s ambition,
pleasure, and community.”24 While Peiss’ study of “beauty culture” surveys the ways in
which American society has received beauty and beauty products, it is a valuable
comparison to British “beauty éulture.” Peiss describes the early beauty industry in |
America as a dangerous and often undesirable business for women to patronize. Instead
of buying beauty products from patented companies, American women made their own,
as they considered this practice to be much safer.”® In addition to skepticism about the
safety and reliability of commercial beauty products, Peiss insists that

patent compounds were also associated with social climbers and urban
sophisticates concerned more with making a good appearance than with

living a virtuous life.%6
While eighteenth and nineteenth-century Americans considered outer beauty to be an

indicator of inner virtue, the attainment of a pleasant exterior was immoral. According to

. ol . 27
Peiss, “achieving beauty posed a moral dilemma.”

Another history comparable to Peiss’ work, Inventing Beauty: A History of the

Innovations That Have Made Us Beautiful, by Teresa Riordan, looks at the role of

2 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 450.
24 peiss, Kathy, Hope in a Jar, 8.

 Peiss, Hope in a Jar, 22.

%6 peiss, Hope in a Jar, 22.

%7 peiss, Hope in a Jar, 24.



S RSSO A Rl i VRO G AR " i r Rl el el At L i UMEE L NS S B RO USROS SRS N O IR T LT il VR TR TS AL A R T LSl ISR

A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A A 2 A A A B A X R N N A A F NN NN N KN N XY

10

technology as it “transformed the physical appearance of women—and thereby ultimately
redefined what we think of as beautiful.”?® Riordan, however, does not describe an
ethical dilemma for women who desire to achieve beauty. Riordan instead shows that
many inventions which make women beautiful, such as the curling iron and an
assortment of undergarments, were invented by female entrepreneurs, and helped women
feel empowered. Therefore, Riordan argues the ambiguity of roles for women throughout
the history of beautification—pious and beautiful—were peripheral to the technology and
trends to which they owe their beauty.

A group of historians who study the development and history of the woman’s
magazine also suggest that “there was tension...between...the ideal of the maternal
woman whose beauty was inner and spiritual, and...the assumption that femininity meant

2 The conflict which Ballaster, Beetham, F rézer, and Hebron argue

physical beauty.
existed within Victorian society also applies to their analysis of publications intended for
a female audience. Also, these historians assert that “the linked processes of defining
femininity exclusively in terms of the domestic and strengthening the image of the
magazine as a ‘conduct manual,” or guide to feminine existence” were salient enough to
have an impact upon the female readership of nineteenth-century publications.’® While
these historians agree that Victorian ideology and magazines expected and presented

conflicting images of women, respectively, they do not assert that such publications

encouraged Christian females to resolve these contradictions.

28Riordan, Inventing Beauty, Xxiv.

% Ballaster, Ros, Margaret Beetham, Elizabeth Frazer and Sandra Hebron. Women'’s Worlds: Ideology,
Femininity and the Woman's Magazine, 84-5.

30 Ballaster, Beetham, Frazer and Hebron, Women's Worlds, 86.
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Others argue that women did not precisely follow the roles which society created
for them, and many women found other roles in which they could fit. Lori Anne Loeb’s
work on Victorian advertisements, for example, acknowledges the conflict between
Christian domesticity and ostentatious beauty, but Loeb concentrates on the growing
representation of women in a consumer culture—both as images in advertisements and as

purchasers of products. Loeb’s analysis states both that “middle class angels were

931

voracious consumers™ and “advertisers perceived middle-class women as the agents of

material acquisition,” she thus exposes the connections between domesticity, beauty, and

consumerism in the Victorian era.>?

Similarly, Erika Rappaport’s exarﬁination of women in the public space of
London’s West End leads her to conclude that consumption became gendered in the
nineteenth-century as a female act. While Rappaport recognizes that Victorians
participated in a debate about the moral conflict of women roaming freely in the public
sphere, she does not agree that women felt more compelled to comply with standards of
domesticity over freedom. According to Rappaport, “the shopper was designated as a
pleasure seeker,” and though this image met with contemporary scorn, like beauty
culture, women did not always choose the designated role of pious _lady. 3 The studies of
both Loeb and Rappaport therefore explain that while Christian influences in society
persisted throughout the nineteenth century, the development of a Victorian consumer
culture thrived regardless. Therefore, according to these histories, women did not always
allow themselves to be confined by set social roles, and often broke free of the labels of

either Christian or beauty.

321 0eb, Consuming Angels, 9,
% Rappaport, Erika Diane. Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End, 5.
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