1 : First Impressions

iFst impressions. You can make them only anee. An accorate observia-

tion, but hardly new, Victorion Americons were acutely aware of the

porwer of first impressions, They knew that whot people saw first had

a dizpreportionate impeet an e lormation of pimioes and judgments.
It was because they understod so well the importanee of Orst impressioes tha
the Victorians ereated distinctive forms of material euliune io mold and manipulaie
lien.

The msedern erm for this behavior is l'r.up.rrmérm management,! When we hear
people speak of impression management wday, i s asoally inothe cotext of the
corporate world, The ability 1o manage people’s perceptions can pol someone on
the road o suceess in uman relations generally amd in business in particalae, The
Vietorinns had o somewhat different orientation. lor while they 2haved today's com-
mercial values, the current high status pecorded (o corporate life was only heginning
tar emerge in Lhe second hall of the nineteenth centurG® In Yietorian Ameniea e
domestic realm was still the major arena for acting sut secial steategies, The fumish-
imgrs greagle put in the hollwiys of their houses, the Grst interior spaces visitors samw,
played imporant roles in shaping hest imprezssionz and in framing and manipulating
Victorians perceptions of themselves and therr reliionships to others (1,11, Hall
furnishings were widespread and prominent companents of the Yictorian system of
L pres=ion auugement.

It may seem o bit peeuliar o speak of hallways anad st impression=, Obviously,
besfire wisitors even entiered o house, they aeepuired dota they could eval uate Trom the
|:i13.'. ks |urip]1hur|:|:l1ﬂ], ] Qe exterior of that hoose. A1 (s il:lEnrmu.lin:ln. hr_m'vlﬂ.-rhr.
was extorml to the house and was understood o be superhicial, peentially mizlead-
ing. even suspect, The interiors of people’s houses prwided more accurte, more
puthentic information about them, Moving inzide a house brought somesne into a
e intimate pssocition with s inhabitant=, Knowing the inner howuse was songe-
thing like knowing the inner person. Exteriors of houses anad hoeses wnfumizhed
speirke of archilects and baildes. Bor the insicdes of hoases and bouses fumizhel

sperke of the life that went onowithin and e character of taese s lived i
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Thi= chapter is about hall Tumnishings, the Orst cloes of that ioner domestic Tife
in Victerian America, My argument is that these objects, linle appreciated waday,
wene anee significant parts of o deliberate and pervasive strategy 10 ceremonialize
and ritualize the commonplace activities of everviday life, They played importamt
roles in a at}ll! of lifi: that was hiﬁl!l]].' sell-vonseimes anad :li;hl'l}' u-ﬁpl:rl., Thl:g,- Wi
eritical components of an elaborate artifactual system that was central 10 the Vieto-
rians’ understanding of themselves and their place in the world. They were 1ools for
managing not anly impressions but comprehensions, cosmologies.

To understand hall harnishings we need o know something about halls, for these
spaces and their relutivnship to other spaces in houses hod some influence on the
ohjerts plueed within them. [ say “some” Beomse Delo ol wanl je RNt 1t arehi=
tectural or spatial determinism was ot work here. Architecture and space enaliled
a certain mode of furmishing but did not dictate it Coltural factors were far more
important, This becomes clear when we recognize that halls in many nineteenth-



cemtury houses were often nearly identical in plan, proportion, and seale o those in
eighteenth-century buses. What differentited the later buildings from ihe sarlior
were cultural conventions of wse and mscaming—und thus of Twomshing. COne of
these was tlie lll‘l!tll-la'l.' al :|:E|:ia|i:u|.im|. acarnerslone tlfq'u;rci!ulimn and 2 ||¢'n-1|:tin'
characieristic of Yictorian material cultuee.? In Viciorios America, cach room of o
house was understond 1o pedorm a distinetive set of functions, These Tunetions weee
revenled, served, and advaneesd I:l:, i H1L|q|.|1_.' dhiztimefives sl o artifet=, H|wr'i.|||-
ization was more frequently demonstrated through femshings thon througl any in-
trinsic properties of the rooms themselves, Inother words, unlumished, eighieenth-
and nineteenth-century halls looked prety moch the same; formished, they looked
dramatically different, The movable material exliwre—lat G5, culure in vizible,
tangible, and portable form—made all the difference.!

As tlese comments may suggest, middles g I.Ilh'l:ll"ra-|I1'i|:|1||.'|‘u-|:'ill.!.a ilivmestie
busilding in Amwerica has been pare notabile for contiooty e leck ol it A few basie
ideas, aliered oocasionally by ideological, ceonomic, or sther factors, underie the
spatial srganization of most single-family, free-stinding houses.® It is possible o
amiiﬁh sl Apdiles anad U|r|:||.-r-r.||.i1|-|:||t--rluxx houszes u‘l' the nmineteenth -I'l'llll:lr:,' L[5]
one of two classes on the basis of hall type. The Gist type of hall, popular into the
fourth quarter of the century, was a relatively narmow passage thal connected the
autzide of the house teits interior spoces. This type was based on late Benaissanee
icbeas introduced 1o this country in the cighteenth century with the Georgian style
(1.2) Although Tregquently sdscured by an overlay of complicated amament or lively
asymmedry | 1.5), Ceorgian concepls of spatial organization werns penpetmnted m Vie-
torian houses; many nineteenth-century plans clesely resemble vighieentl-century
exwmples, A choractenistic feature of these owses of the Georgian=Yictorian con-
Timwum wies Thee nmrr-]:ltl:ll,lli:qﬂinn of the hall s & [ HEESTIE Llmtil whoue [EEAL, this
wits e doaninant mode "

[ the second and later tvpe of hall, e passape was expanced nio a lurge

hiving space, Derived from medieval great halls and the multifunction moems of

pre=Georgian dwellings in colonial America and associated with the English reform
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1.2 Grearginn spoce in Gathic dis-
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mowemnent, this tvpe was widely published and illostrated in the last quarter of the
century and beesme o prominent feature of many architeei-designed houses,”
The=e two hall altermatives can be relted 1o two different conceptual moedels for
domestic streciores and domestie Lile in the nneteenth eEntury. The fir21 waz the
courtly vision of the house as villa or palace. The secom! was & more consciously
domeztic notion of the house oz hereditary estate oF ald homestesd.® My cmpliasis
here is on the preveform mode] of the house o= palace and the ball az passage, Tt

was for this physical and coliueal seiting that Vietorian Amenes ereated s mos
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innovative and distinetive hall fumislings,
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A typieal uppersmiddbescluss house plon illestrates the charactensties of this
concept of hall {141 The space was usually & bo B Feet wide and 12 1o 20 feel long,
or considerably longer if it ran all the way from the front of the house o e back,
oz it does here. [ts chief architectural embellizhments were the framed doorways
b prarbor, drowing mom, library, dining room, o the oatside, and the stair and Qs
ornamiented newsl st (1.5]. Little or no commasml ||r'1i1.'|l:|. ok |'|I||.-|'i' in Lhig Fisrm
of hall. lts shape, dimensions, and plocement emphasized its primary fanctioms ws
cotecior and Bpiirabor of pooms, i miosl houses of this class, |H'H|l|l!! alied Bob eniber
direetly from the sutside inte one of the living spaces but rather into the hall (or inte
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1.3 The pictiresque ancomdens enr.
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