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1

INTRODUCTION

Modernism and domestic life in the machine age

Modernist literature and the modernization of the early twentieth-century home exist in an uneasy tension, illustrated by the young woman typist who appears at the center of T. S. Eliot’s great poem of modernity, “The Waste Land” (1922). She is first given to us as “the typist home at teatime,” and in a crisp sequence we learn that she is a modern woman who lives alone in her flat, eats out of tins, and washes her own dishes. She receives a guest, “the young man carbuncular,” who sexually assaults her and departs with a “final patronizing kiss,” leaving the typist alone to recover, which she does in silence, looking at herself in the mirror. In our last glimpse of her, she “smooths her hair with automatic hand, / And puts a record on the gramophone.”1 The new accouterments of modern life—tins, gas stoves, gramophones—surround the young woman until she seems an automaton, her “automatic hand” continuous with the arm of the record player. Yet in her reach for the transcendence of music enabled by the gramophone, the young woman exceeds the terms of her environment and confirms her own humanity, linking technology and aesthetics, mechanization and domestic life.

As Le Corbusier put it in his famous 1923 phrase, from which this book takes its title: “Une maison est une machine-à-habiter,” or as translated by English artist and architect Frederick Etchells in 1927, “a house is a machine for living in.”2 The phrase is a provocation: What could be more antithetical to the cozy, individualistic spaces of the house/home (“maison” is both) than a machine? What could the spontaneous, organic process of living have to do with mechanization? The young woman typist provides a mixed answer: the conversion of her home into a machine for living, accessorized with modern conveniences, seems to drain her life of some of its humanity and routinize her sexual violation, even as it also grants her access to the grace of music. The machine, for Le Corbusier and others in the early twentieth century, was a potent symbol for many of the values associated with modernity. These values transformed the workplace, and the shapers of the modern home began to look to them for inspiration as well, setting in motion a fundamental reconception of the home and domestic life.

The early twentieth-century home was a site of experimentation and transformation, its population diminished by a decline in the birth rate and a shrinking pool of household labor; its plan altered by the addition of indoor plumbing and the migration of the kitchen from the margins to the center of family life; and its appearance revitalized by electrification and a new understanding of hygiene that rejected dark Victorian interiors and ornamentation. The technologies that enabled modernization originated in the late nineteenth century, but not until the ’twenties and ’thirties were they widely available. In both England and the U.S., more household appliances moved from innovation to necessity during this period than in all the previous hundred years.3 A new allure surrounded housework, as the invention of the “Rational Household”—a counterpart to the rising supremacy of efficiency in the workplace—conveyed a novel prestige on housecleaning. Changes in the routines of domestic life were among the most striking social phenomena of the period between the wars. The home came into focus as a problem to be solved: re-imagined, streamlined, electrified and generally cleaned up.

These were crucial years for the modernization of the home, but they were also critical years in the development of modernism. Modernist writers understood themselves to be living in an epochal moment when the design and meaning of home life were reconceived. Their participation in this endeavor is at the heart of the cultural project of modernism, as modernism’s famous program of rupture and renewal intertwines with the drive for renewal in the home. These concurrent revolutions share many features, including an emphasis on the quotidian, a profound commitment to rethinking human relations, and an ambition to expand and transform sensory experience. From the pride of William Carlos Williams in new household machinery (“This is the kitchen– / We have a new / hotwater heater and a new / gas-stove to please you”4), to the disapproval of Eliot (“mechanization comes to kill local life”5), to the vitriol of D. H. Lawrence (“Tin people!…with india rubber tubing for guts and tin legs and tin faces”6), modernist writers were fascinated by the changes in the home and their implications for culture.

The modernization of the home underwrote many modernist experiments with literary form. Modernist formal innovations participate in the tensions and contradictions posed by the modernization of the home: the allure of new technologies in conjunction with the tedious and repetitive nature of housework; the spread of efficiency science and mass production countered by attendant anxieties about the devaluation of creativity; the scientific norming of child development set against the value of individuality; the sensory and moral appeal of the new hygiene undermined by fears of the inadequacy of human senses. Modernist writers were drawn to the theoretical and conceptual framing associated with modernization and embodied these new ideas in literary form. Such adaptations accompanied writers’ strong stated objections to aspects of modernization. Eliot and Lawrence both fulminated against the machine age, but each also found valuable models in the new rhythms of production and the standardization of household tasks. Aldous Huxley worried that mechanization produced efficiency by sacrificing creativity, but he was fascinated by new, rationalized approaches to human development and remade the arc of the Bildungsroman in response. As Virginia Woolf sought new narrative shapes for her novels she looked to modern architecture for inspiration, using her own house as a design laboratory.

These are not contradictions. They are aspects of what I consider a generative ambivalence on the part of modernist writers, an ambivalence that yields a layered engagement with modernity’s changes and challenges. That is, even as modernist writers criticized the expanding reach of modernization into the home, they drew on its conceptual vocabulary to develop both the thematic and formal commitments of literary modernism. Williams looked to emerging technologies of housecleaning to conceive of the poet’s vision as a hygienic tool. Modernism’s nonlinear approach to the Bildungsroman in novels by Huxley and others responds to the “rational” narratives of child development advanced by newly professionalized childhood experts. Ford Madox Ford and Ivy Compton-Burnett looked to the new doctrine of “minimum dwelling” and found inventive models for what I will call “minimum writing.”

Machines for Living shows how the modernization of the home led to profound changes in domestic life and relied on a set of emergent concepts, including standardization, scientific method, functionalism, efficiency science, and others, that form the basis of literary modernism and stand at the confluence of modernism and modernity. “Modernism” and “modernity”—these two terms are generally understood to be somewhat at odds. The title of the leading journal in modernist studies, Modernism/modernity, separates them with a dividing bar, accentuating the space between them even as it brings them into relation. In its 1994 debut issue, founding editors Lawrence Rainey and Robert von Halberg wrote that their “difficult objective is to bring into dialogue writers in the social sciences engaged by issues of modernity and modernization and scholars of the literary and fine arts committed to the history of the fine arts.”7 Twenty-five years later, my objective in this book is to discard the dividing bar and examine how sea changes in the household wrought by what was often called “the machine age” participated in the formation of both the thematic and formal agendas of modernist literature.8

Critics of modernism have largely bypassed the home, perhaps because modernist writers themselves often insulted and dismissed domesticity and its ideologies. But this book suggests the need for a re-evaluation of many of modernism’s foundational aesthetic commitments, including its discourse of originality, its didacticism, its commitment to verbal concision, and its understanding of emotional attachment, all of which, I argue, are forged in the specific historical context of the modernization of the home. Returning literary modernism to this context leads to a profound reassessment of some of the stories modernism tells about itself, its originality, its difficulty, its autonomy, its interiority—and its putative rejection of all things domestic. I do not dismiss these stories, but I try to uncover the ideas, connections, and circumstances that underwrite them, and in this way hold up to scrutiny some of the foundational claims that define modernist studies.

* * *

The story of the creation of a “Rational Household” is the backdrop for this book, dramatizing the significant and rapid changes that modernization wrought in the home. In the 1920s and 1930s, new theories of scientific management that transformed the nature of industry moved into the home. The rational household was born, with a commitment to reform along ostensibly scientific lines; it stood for planning and efficiency, for modernization and mechanization, and for the professionalization of housework as performed by the woman of the house. Machine-inspired design, the principles of mass production, and the industrial workplace became, in many ways, models for domestic life. Industrial experts like Frederick Taylor and Frank Gilbreth showed that efficient arrangement of the work process and the creation of specific tools to aid workers in their tasks enhanced factory production, and the same methods could be applied to the home.9 The rise of the rational household also dramatizes the gendered stakes of modernization, with women homemakers eager to redefine their roles and harness the prestige and power of modernization to elevate the status of domestic labor.

The rational household produced and promoted the notion that both the housewife and the working woman could be relieved of drudgery and turned into modern paragons of efficiency and professionalism using techniques like those that had transformed the workplace: efficiency studies, motion science, assembly line production, and mechanization of work processes. The modern home, experts argued, should draw inspiration from the factory. Manufacturers, home economics experts, women’s magazine editors, and the authors of innumerable books and pamphlets joined in urging women to rationalize their households and adapt the principles of the efficiency movement.

The rationalization of the household rested on the notion that the principles that governed the workplace could reform domestic labor.10 This comparison challenged the popular idea that the home should be a spiritual haven with its own resident Angel, a place kept strictly apart from the putative degradation of the male world of commerce and industry. The cozy, inefficient, and cluttered world of the nineteenth-century middle-class kitchen became a room filled with hard surfaces and gleaming machines. The home was rethought through the lens of science and posited as a place where women could pursue coeval status with men, working side by side to bring domesticity into the modern era.

The postwar economy drove the rise of the rational household. Factories that produced munitions during World War I needed to find other objects to manufacture, and some shifted to the production of the new home appliances. In addition, during the war many women previously employed as domestic servants found more regular and satisfying employment in factories, filling jobs once held by men. After the war, these women were reluctant to return to domestic service if they could find other work and, in any case, fewer households could afford outside help. At the turn of the century in England, one-third of working women were in domestic service. By the interwar period, that number declined to one-quarter.11 The shortage of domestic labor was acute and many middle-class women began to clean their own homes. The rationalization of the household helped these women to draw a dividing line between the work they did and what their servants had done previously. Rationalization conveyed prestige on housecleaning and granted those who did the work a professionalized status, even if they were unpaid. The professionalization of the role of the domestic worker meant that housework and child care could no longer be seen as “natural” endowments of true womanhood, something that women instinctively knew how to do. Rational housework had to be learned.

In the rational household, housewives became domestic engineers who followed complex schedules, used scientific methods to increase their efficiency, and implemented the latest technologies for cooking and cleaning. While these ideas were class-bound and not universally embraced, they did gain purchase and marked a break from the kitchens of the previous generation, which looked more like other rooms in the house. The modern kitchen, writes Juliet Kinchin and Aidan O’Connor, became “a theater of social, cultural, and political debate.”12 Household manuals from this era emphasize the need for operational principles in the home. In 1936, Thelma H. Benjamin advised housewives that


The application of method is perhaps the most important factor towards the smooth running of a household. Muddle must at all costs be avoided. You can contrive so that there is no overlapping, that one task is finished and out of the way before another is commenced, that unnecessary steps are saved, and energy conserved and made easy to direct into the way it should go.13



In addition to the rationalization of the work process, housewives were aided by new machinery designed to reduce labor: washing machines, dishwashers, and small electric tools. The new household machines changed the very meaning of housework by standardizing and regulating human motions.14 In many cases, the machines actually did save labor as they claimed. This was most true for laundry, which previously occupied one full day a week, but which the new machines reduced to a few hours of labor.

Christine Frederick, one of the best-known writers about domestic engineering in the early twentieth century, popular in both the U.S. and Europe, urged women to “route” their work, that is, to analyze the way they moved about in their kitchens in order to reduce waste motions. Frederick also stressed the need for homemakers to have the latest and most advanced in electrical gadgetry to further the cause of efficient housekeeping. As she argued,


The chief difference in work as done under factory or shop conditions as compared with work done in the home, is that industry has invented and utilized machinery and modern equipment whereas the home still clings to the traditional, old-fashioned, and often entirely unsuitable devices of other days. The washboard instead of the power washer, the corn broom instead of the vacuum cleaner, the heavy iron pot instead of the light, sanitary utensils—are only some of the examples of and reasons why housekeeping may still be drudgery!15



Frederick wrote these words in a pamphlet called “Come into my Kitchen” (1922), published by the Vollrath Company, manufacturers of home appliances. Companies like Vollrath paid Frederick to promote the use of their wares, an occupation aligned with her mission to modernize housework. Female consumerism went hand in hand with the modernization of the home in the early twentieth century, and many of the advertisements for appliances show men treating appliances almost like tokens of affection, offered to buy their beloved’s favor.16

In urging women to persuade their husbands to buy machines to alleviate the burdens of housework, Frederick argued that women deserved to have the same aids and conveniences at home that men had at work. She, like most domestic reformers of her time, did not make the more radical argument that women should be able to join the workforce and men do housework; Frederick’s ideas pushed for women’s equivalence, not equality. In her 1913 book, The New Housekeeping, Frederick praised her husband for “stimulat[ing] me in every point to regard homemaking as a profession as equally worthy as his own.”17 Some promoted mechanization of the home as a way to increase women’s authority via the acquisition of a professional identity and the mastery of a body of professional labor, but critics have questioned the presumption that “the new housekeeping” actually empowered women to attain greater leisure or expanded participation in public life. Still, as Mary McLeod has argued, the attention directed at the remaking of the home made the domestic sphere the object of serious and professional inquiry.18 And there is little doubt that for women who were also working outside the home, the rationalization of the household decreased the burden of housework. From the perspective of this book, it is important to note that the terms of the debate over the rational household—women’s changing roles, the impact of mechanization on modern life, the new equivalence between the public and private spheres—were all central questions for modernism.

The tenets of the rational household also extended to child-rearing. Children were the product of the home, and their development could be improved with insights gained from mass production. As Daniel Beekman writes in The Mechanical Child, “All that seemed to be required of the family was that the parents submit to the same kind of systemization and discipline in the handling of their children as was routinely demanded of factory workers on a production line.”19 The analysis of tasks through motion study and their division along an assembly line might not seem to be processes readily applicable to child-rearing. However, childhood experts urged mothers to regiment the nursery and use behaviorist techniques to instill appropriate habits in the young. Developmental psychology established a periodization of childhood: a map, punctuated by milestones, that children were expected to traverse to reach maturity successfully. Though Freudian thought and theories of sexual deviance have been more influential in literary studies to date, there were many other, and often better-known, approaches to psychology on the rise in the 1920s and 1930s, and behaviorism was among the more prevalent.20

The rise of the rational household and the broader transformation of the home wrought by mechanization is a signal event in the history of modernity. It helped to redefine the meaning of personal life and the private sphere, a process that was of great interest and concern to many modernist writers. The reconceptualization of housework as a professional activity altered the perception of the middle-class housewife’s labor and created a new continuity between the worlds of industry and family. The foundational insight that women’s professionalization and modernity were intertwined was basic to modernism, articulated most notably by Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own (1929), where she argued that the opening of the professions to women was one of the great events in human history.

Most modernist writers were far less supportive than Woolf of the changes that modernity brought to the home, and they were particularly suspicious of the seeming elimination of the private sphere. T. S. Eliot voiced concerns that the scope of private life was gradually losing its distinct character and worried in a 1939 essay that, “imperceptibly this domain of ‘private life’ becomes smaller and smaller, and may eventually disappear altogether.”21 Two years earlier he had expressed a similar concern that social pressures would “put an end to man’s private life altogether”22 and that the public domain would overtake the whole of human existence. Eliot’s concerns about the diminution of private life were rooted in his feeling that, in contrast to those who took a more positive outlook, the world of industry and mechanization was invading the home. In 1937, he wrote that, “a large part of our failure has been the failure to control, for the purposes of living, the mechanical world (mechanical in the largest sense, including our systems of production, distribution and finance) which has sprung up everywhere almost of itself.”23 He chastised the migration of modernization and its industrial practices and attitudes into the home as a symbol of humanity’s misguided attachment to materiality in lieu of spirituality, its abandonment of the sanctity of private life, and its preference for the man-made over the natural.

For members of the working class, the home had long been visibly a place of work. But middle- and upper-class families in the nineteenth century habitually went to great lengths to hide the labor of maintaining their homes. Kitchens and servants’ quarters were so separate from the family rooms as to form, as nearly as possible, a separate residence. Servants stopped working and left the room if a family member entered. The kitchen was located as far as possible from the dining room, in part to reduce food smells but also to divorce the work of food preparation from its consumption. As more middle-class women took up housekeeping, the middle-class home shifted to a different spatial organization, one that increased the visibility of housework. The kitchen migrated from the periphery to the center of the home, where it often remains today.

The rational household thus marks a significant break from nineteenth-century bourgeois domesticity, which idealized the home as a retreat from commerce and industry and offered a space for the flowering of a private self. Walter Benjamin famously described the character of this space in “Paris, Capital of the 19th Century”: “The private individual, who in the office has to deal with reality, needs the domestic interior to sustain him in his illusions.”24 The establishment of a robust public arena for civil engagement finds its opposite in a more sequestered private domain and the image of the home as a spiritual retreat from the impurities and depersonalizations of the commercial world became a sustaining fantasy.25 This fantasy flowed from, above all, the distinction between the feminine character of the home rather than from the masculine public sphere, as famously celebrated by John Ruskin in Sesame and Lilies (1865). In The Arcades Project, Benjamin depicts the nineteenth-century domestic interior as isolating its occupant:


We must understand dwelling in its most extreme form as a condition of nineteenth-century existence. The original form of all dwelling is existence not in the house but in the shell. The shell bears the impression of its occupant. In the most extreme instance, the dwelling becomes a shell.26



Benjamin’s image invokes the sense of a womb, a nurturing space that protects the dweller from the world outside. The hardness of the shell, together with its singularity, suggests the way in which the nineteenth-century interior was intended not only to sequester its inhabitants but also, through its furnishings, to reflect the nuances of the individual personality. Quirks, habits, and interests that had no place in the collective world of work could find expression in the home. Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, for instance, fills his home with objects that, like their owner, are both poisonous and perfect: jewels, perfumes, religious vestments; the prototype of the collector is perfectly attuned to late nineteenth-century domesticity.27 Charles Dickens’s Miss Havisham creates a home that is closed off even from the passage of time, a home that is a living shrine to her obsession with her aborted wedding.28

Early twentieth-century design broke with this approach. In the final scene of The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dorian’s most private possession, his closely hidden self-portrait, is exposed to the eyes of strangers along with Dorian’s corpse, an invasion that portends the new direction in domestic life. Benjamin writes, “The twentieth century, with its porosity and transparency, its tendency toward the well-lit and airy, has put an end to dwelling in the old sense.”29 The border between the public space of work and the private space of leisure began to dissolve; Benjamin’s “well-lit and airy” home indicates a new style and points to changes in artificial lighting and interior ventilation. Woolf, in similar terms, describes her move from the Victorian streets of Hyde Park Gate to the modern world of Bloomsbury. In her old Victorian home, as she wrote, “The walls and the rooms had in sober truth been built to our shape.”30 In the Victorian home, the inhabitant isolates himself; in the modern home, as in Benjamin, influences from the outside world come pouring in. After her move, “The light and the air after the rich red gloom of Hyde Park Gate were a revelation,” Woolf tells us.31 When she had the chance to make her own home in Bloomsbury, Woolf was open to the idea of experimentation and modernization.

As I have already suggested, the goal of opening the home to the influences of industry and forging an analogy between them did not find universal favor, particularly in England. Even the women who billed themselves as domestic efficiency experts saw the limitations of their agenda. Coventry Patmore’s grandson, the author Derek Patmore, wrote a 1936 book on the decoration of his own home in which he recorded a conversation with just such an expert, Mrs. Darcy Braddell (Dorothy Adelaide Busse). Braddell was an award-winning designer and home planner in interwar England who advocated labor-saving in the home through careful planning. As she told Patmore,


I am always hearing the kitchen described as the ‘workshop of the house.’…They cannot really want to make the daily work of the housewife comparable with that of the factory hand, yet they would appear at times to have you look upon the cook in her kitchen as being on all-fours with the research chemist in his laboratory, or the factory hand in a perfectly appointed workshop where efficiency is the one and only object in view.32



Braddell questions the equivalence between the home and the workplace that was the foundation of the rational household. As she suggests, the analogy between the housewife and the research chemist or factory worker could become strained. Despite the elaborate propaganda served up by manufacturers and the exhortations of efficiency experts, women’s magazines, and advice books, the idea of recreating the home in the image of the workplace could succeed only in limited ways. The analogy was aspirational rather than exact, revealing how women and the home were seen, or wanted to be seen. Housework was generally repetitive rather than productive, solitary rather than collective, generalist rather than specialized, and perhaps most important of all, unpaid. Second-wave feminist critics argued that the rationalization of the household was not necessarily progressive for women, since it focused their energies on housework rather than directing them to professional and compensated labor that would actually, rather than analogically, place them in a position equal to men.33 As Woolf argued, the professionalization of women remained a frustratingly incomplete project, even as modernization improved people’s everyday lives and decreased the amount of time needed for housecleaning.

The reformers who created the rational household did in part achieve the goals of efficiency, increased leisure, and rationalization of the work process. By extracting factory techniques from the context where they had utility, the rational household also transformed these techniques into something else—a style. The rational household made a visible commitment to the machine age, but with technology sometimes deployed for its own sake, rather than to save labor.34 Buster Keaton mocks this approach in his 1922 film The Electric House, where a well-to-do family commits to electrifying their home, but many of the “efficiencies” introduced are showy flourishes rather than actual labor-saving practices. For instance, dinner is served via an electric toy train that runs from the kitchen to the dining room on tracks around the table, stopping in front of each diner so that a plate can be removed. Meanwhile a traditional uniformed maid hovered in the kitchen.

Industrial innovations such as standardization, mass production, and efficiency could become style when they entered the home—symbols of modernity rather than the functionalist expedients they were created to be. For example, in the 1930s, streamlining was introduced as a design technique that made trains, cars, and planes more aerodynamic by decreasing wind resistance. Streamlining lost its function in the design of many household objects; applied to a toaster or any stationary object it served no functional purpose and merely symbolized the value conferred by modern aesthetics. As R. L. Rutsky notes, “The ‘machine aesthetic’ of modern design was, then, precisely that: an aesthetic, a style, a simulation of the rationalized, standardized forms of machines and factories, often abstracted from any functional or instrumental context.”35 We will see this technique used by modernist writers, who adapted modern values like hygiene into the context of literature where they had no strictly functional application, since literature could not actually be clean or dirty.

The story of the rational household forms an important backdrop for this book because it combines and animates many of the ideas that I argue are at the heart of the modernization of the household, ideas taken up in force and in conflict by modernist writers. If the nineteenth-century interior was personal, idiosyncratic, and sheltering, the rational household, by contrast, was systematic, standardized, and modeled on the workplace. The rational household was powered by new mechanical devices and inspired by the values associated with mechanization, including efficiency, standardization, and functionalism. In his 1935 manifesto, “Towards a Rational Aesthetic,” British architectural writer J. M. Richards described the advent of a rational aesthetic as moving toward a system in which “interference by the personal factor…is reduced to a minimum.”36 Accordingly, the rational household moved domestic life away from individual tastes and habits and toward universal standards.

With its model kitchens, daily schedules detailed to the minute, and focus on method, the rational household sought to modernize both the home and private life itself. The rational household postulated an ideal home that was regular in its routines, mechanical in its systems, and efficient in its approach to the feeding, cleansing, and raising of its inhabitants. To substantiate their principles, the early twentieth-century American time management experts Frank and Lillian Gilbreth raised twelve children; they would demonstrate the family’s efficiency by blowing a whistle and then timing with a stopwatch how long it took for all the children to assemble.37 The idea that even child-rearing could be subject to rationalization, raised “cheaper by the dozen,” in the Gilbreths’ phrase, signals the strength of the popular idea that modernization could productively transform private life as well as public. The idea of evacuating the personal from private life was hard to countenance for many modernist writers, who were nonetheless captivated by many of the features of the modernized home.

Scarcity may have contributed to the allure of domestic modernization. Despite the enthusiasm of modernization’s proponents, the dissemination of modernization’s major innovations into the home took decades and unfolded across the early decades of the twentieth century. For example, although Thomas Edison invented the incandescent light bulb in 1879, there were no electrical networks in Europe or the U.S. through the 1890s.38 In 1900, there was still public speculation about whether electricity could ever replace gas power.39 In England in 1918, only 6 percent of private homes received electricity from a central supply; by 1939 nearly 70 percent did. The figures from America are equally striking. In 1902, only 8 percent of homes in the U.S. received electricity from power stations; by 1948, 78 percent of homes had power from a central source.40 The same decades saw the mass introduction of indoor plumbing and hot water, which Sigfried Giedion dates, in the U.S., to 1921–3, though change came more slowly in rural areas.41 Indoor plumbing required immense retrofitting of existing homes. In The Evolving House, Bemis shows us that in 1930, only 30 percent of homes in Great Britain and 60 percent of those in the United States had bathrooms.42

Electricity and plumbing were central to the advent of modernization in the home. Electricity provided better light and granted households with sufficient means the ability to acquire the latest household appliances, many of which required electricity. Plumbing enabled more rapid and thorough cleansing of both the home and the body and underpinned new conceptions of hygiene, as well as eliminating the labor necessary to gather and move water. The two decades that saw a steep rise in the mechanization of the home, roughly 1920 to 1940, were also key years for the articulation and consolidation of the aesthetics of literary modernism, and as such, they roughly provide the boundaries for this study.

The slow advent of the modernization of the home was not lost on modernist writers. As early as 1909, H. G. Wells expressed the sense that modern homes, long expected, had not yet arrived. In his 1909 novel Tono-Bungay, the forward-looking entrepreneur Teddy Ponderevo is working on an advertisement for “The Ponderevo Patent Flat, a Machine you can Live in,” but the flat Ponderevo lives in is distinctly Victorian, with “something…hung about or wrapped round or draped over everything.”43 Ornament is clearly not a crime at the Ponderevos’. Twenty years later, Woolf opened her last novel, Between the Acts, with another scene of modernization deferred: “It was a summer’s night and they were talking, in the big room with the windows open to the garden, about the cesspool. The county council had promised to bring water to the village, but they hadn’t.”44

These references suggest something of the excited anticipation with which modernization was frequently greeted. This excitement could seem particularly keen for women. In Lawrence’s novel Women in Love (1920), when Birkin appears in the school classroom where Ursula is teaching and switches on the lights, the effect on her is transformative: “[Birkin] switched on the strong electric lights…[Ursula] looked like one who is suddenly wakened.”45 Something similar happens for Natalia, the main character in H.D.’s 1930 novella Nights; electricity seems to bring her to life: “She was sexless, being one chord, drawn out, waiting the high-powered rush of the electric fervor. It crept up the left side, she held it, timed it, let it gather momentum, let it gather force…”46 Electrification literally turns these women on; their power derives in part from the mechanical transformation of the home, presided over by women. All this power was not necessarily empowering, however. Modernization seemed to bring new possibilities for women—but as in the case of Eliot’s typist, women could also be modernization’s victims, a potent paradox.

Reyner Banham writes that modernization “brought small, woman-controlled machinery into the home, notably the vacuum cleaner. Electrical techniques brought the telephone as well, and for the first time domestic and social communication did not depend on the sending of written or remembered messages.”47 Women operated vacuums, washing machines, and new kitchen appliances, and advertising for these new products targeted the woman consumer. The home, often previously understood as a refuge from modernity, a “separate sphere” apart from the processes of modernization underway in the workplace and the city, was in fact a central site of modernist energies that was transformed by modernization, particularly among the middle and upper classes who could better afford the new technologies.

It is difficult to separate the histories of early twentieth-century domesticity in England and the United States, for though each has its own flavor, they mix together, and accordingly I will discuss both contexts in this book. Osbert Sitwell’s reference, in a 1935 essay, to “Mr Ford of Dagenham and Detroit” exemplifies this blending by pairing Dagenham, the East London site of the largest automobile factory in Europe, owned by Ford, and Detroit, Ford’s American headquarters.48 In England, the embrace of new technology proceeded more slowly than in the U.S., and movements such as the Gothic Revival and Arts and Crafts repudiated mechanization in the home and promoted individuality, self-expression, and simplicity. Household mechanization entered England partly through the Modern Movement, as it spread through Europe via the work of modern architects and designers like Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe, and Adolf Loos, who promoted the elimination of decorative flourishes in favor of smooth surfaces and simplified forms.

Broadly put, architecture helped to drive the European movement, while in the U.S. function and efficiency were the prime movers and the embrace of household mechanization was more direct. If the European movement grew substantially out of the social principles of the Arts and Crafts, the American influence looked toward the worldlier Ford, whose Model Ts helped originate standardization and mass production. America spawned the assembly line, the science of motion study, and the practices of scientific management. These innovations suggested a domestic vision of practicality and utility rather than adherence to a particular visual aesthetic. On both sides of the Atlantic, Victorian traditions of elaborate decoration gave way to stripped-down forms and functionalism, based on a belief that design should dictate utility. In contrast to the effusive use of ornament, eclectic juxtaposition of period imagery, and profuse textiles and decorative objects that characterized Victorian design, functionalism’s design philosophy valued efficiency and economy, and found inspiration in machines. American and British domestic styles overlapped and influenced one another; the desire to reconcile American efficiency with Continental design was at the heart of the popular credo that “form follows function.” The reconciliation of efficiency and design was central to Le Corbusier’s notion of the objet type, which sought to develop the ideal version of a given object and then mass produce it.

Like all those who work in multiple disciplinary contexts, I have tried to develop my own methods of inquiry in this book. Machines for Living investigates the ways in which modernist literature develops and communicates meaning through a new vocabulary of form substantially derived from non-literary discourses of modernity. I am interested in how ideas central to modernization migrate across different forms of cultural production and gain new meanings in the process, and have sought to understand how certain aesthetic practices in modern literature connect to the modernization of the home. I hope that these cross-disciplinary inquiries can suggest a richer comparative understanding of modernism, one that attends to the specificity of different forms of cultural production, and also accommodates the broad ideas that encompass the modern movement across its many fields of practice. Modernism’s capaciousness as an aesthetic is one of its defining features, and this book explores the contours of that ambitious reach. In bringing literary texts together with sources from architecture, design, science, and other fields, I do not imply that the connections among them are straightforwardly causal or literal, but rather that certain issues and subjects arose in the first part of the twentieth century that all these fields confronted. At times these issues involved actual space and objects, while in other instances the connections are more metaphorical. Nor was there consistent alignment among fields—in some cases there was radical opposition, underscoring the diversity and complexity of modernism.

The relation between modernism and modernity, a consistent preoccupation of modernist studies over the last 20 years, is an important subject for this book. Some of modernity’s innovations intersect in especially apt ways with modernist preoccupations: the discovery of the X-ray, with its ability to open the interior of the body to view, coincides nicely, for instance, with modernism’s interest in interiority. We can see the convergence in Woolf’s novel To the Lighthouse (1927), when Lily Briscoe looks at Charles Tansley and sees, “as in an X-ray photograph, the ribs and thigh bones of the young man’s desire to impress himself lying dark in the mist of his flesh.”49 Tansley’s physical self communicates his emotional needs, and X-ray technology suggests an apt figure for Lily’s insight. Woolf’s famous advice to writers of modern fiction to “look within” participates in the broader values of modernity, with its cultivation of technologies of visual enhancement, including not just the X-ray but also the microscope and the camera.50 Because Lily’s interior monologue occurs at Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner table, and because Lily is both an artist and a woman, it seems that domestic life and women’s new grasp on technology inform Lily’s authority as an observer. She responds to Tansley’s appraisal of her confidently and ambitiously, with her own penetrating gaze.

While modernist studies has not yet, in my view, taken account of the centrality of domesticity to the modernist project, some of the most resonant critical thinking about the early twentieth century does reunite the narratives of Anglo-American modernism and modernity through the cultural history of technology, necessarily a key term for modernization. Critical attention, up to this point, has focused on the public sphere rather than the home, including valuable analyses of the experience of motorized speed,51 the impact of technologies of attention and perception,52 the import of writing machines,53 the mechanization of the body through prosthetics and related technologies,54 public works projects,55 military technologies,56 and others.57 Several factors help to explain the relative neglect of the modernization of the home in the critical literature, including the general contempt of European modernist artists and architects for domesticity.58 In addition, as Mary Wilson has discussed, many modernist writers explicitly rejected domestic ideologies, seeing them as retrograde and overly feminine, and critics have followed their lead.59

In an attempt to redress this critical neglect, this book shows how modernist writers drew inspiration from the modernization of the home and domestic life, and most broadly from the spaces of private life. The novel as a form is particularly concerned, as Ian Watt noted, with “the delineation of the domestic life and the private experiences of the characters who belong to it: the two go together.”60 The modernization of the home alters our sense of what it means to be human, and in so doing it shows us how modernization redefines intimate human experiences involving the body, the family, and the routines of domestic life. As historian Sigfried Giedion summarizes the meaning of the modern age, dramatizing the conflation of private life, personal identity, and the new modern technologies, “mechanization penetrated man’s inner existence,”61 and the documentation of that inner existence is one of modernism’s great projects.

Interdisciplinary projects need to constitute their own critical archives, drawing from a range of fields, and many sources have underwritten my research, beginning with cultural historians who have described the advent of the technologies that transformed the early twentieth-century home and the concomitant reorganization of household labor. Preeminent among them is Giedion, whose monumental 1948 work, Mechanization Takes Command: A Contribution to Anonymous History, inspired me to try and create a cultural counterpart to his volume. I also found resources in models in the work of Walter Benjamin, Adrian Forty, Diana Fuss, Stephen Kern, Kristin Ross, Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Jeffrey Schnapp, Anthony Vidler, Janet Ward, and Mark Wigley. In the 1980s, feminist historians first took the home and domestic labor as a topic of serious academic inquiry, among them Ruth Schwartz Cowan, Caroline Davidson, Christine Hardyment, Dolores Hayden, and Susan Strasser.62

More recent studies of modernist literature and technology have led me to think of literature as itself a technê, a fusion of art and craft. In Beautiful Circuits: Modernism and the Mediated Life, Mark Goble argues that “the experience of technology” is “an occasion for aesthetic experiment.”63 Sara Danius writes, “technology is in a specific sense constitutive of high-modernist aesthetics,” and Alex Goody concurs that “technology is part of the cultural vocabulary that modernist innovation drew on for its renewing power, with many writers and artists taking terminology, ideas and scientific models from the technological realm to explore their particular visions of aesthetic recreation.”64 These claims model how technological change, an important driver of the transformation of the modern home, informed modernist aesthetics and position technology and culture as mutually influential participants in the broader, multifaceted discourse of modernism.65 Technics and aesthetics present intertwined, inter-reliant discourses of modernity.66 A through line in this book follows the transformation of modernist ideas as they move among different areas of technical and aesthetic practice. I explore, for instance, the ways in which literary and architectural form share design principles, and how hygiene connects public health and poetry. Literature is foremost in this study, but I am primarily interested in its intersections with other disciplines including urban planning, architecture, interior design, visual art, epidemiology, public health, and developmental psychology.67

My approach to the question of technics and aesthetics is less concerned than that of other critics with machines and mechanization itself—that is, with the things that technology makes—and more with the ontological and epistemological concepts related to the production of technology.68 The concepts in the chapters of this book include standardization, functionalism, rationalization, the elimination of ornament, repetition, hygiene, and human development; each is closely associated with modernity (though some have a longer pre-history) and each becomes a term of art for both modernist writers and theorists of technics. I do not present an exhaustive catalogue of such concepts; my selection is eclectic and often informed by the portability of certain concepts, based on their appearance in different technical and aesthetic settings. For modernist writers, concepts like standardization and functionalism are not purely technical (if such a thing were possible). They challenge us to rethink what it means to be human, to perceive the world, to create, and to dwell.

Each chapter in this book explores a concept at the intersection of domesticity, modernization, and literary modernism, offering a history of each idea and showing its migration across different forms of modernist cultural production. Chapter 2, “Minimum Writing,” traces the origins of the idea that the use of ornament in design is antithetical to modernity. In 1932 Czech architect Karel Teige proclaimed the age of “the minimum dwelling,” joining Adolf Loos, Le Corbusier, and other architects in pursuing a design aesthetic that eschewed the trappings of historical styles and decoration. Minimum dwelling rejected traditional images of domesticity and promoted pure functionalism in both design and use. I examine a strand of literary modernism that I call “minimum writing,” which sought to eliminate the “decorative” aspects of literary expression and its development through the work of Ford Madox Ford, Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, and Ernest Hemingway, culminating in an extended discussion of the novels of Ivy Compton-Burnett. Critics, Elizabeth Bowen among them, have generally considered Compton-Burnett a writer who continued the conventions of the Victorian novel in her output. I argue that Compton-Burnett, whose lifelong partner was the design historian Margaret Jourdain, adopted the tenets of minimum writing and used them to disorient her readers and destabilize traditional domestic life in her novels.

Chapter 3, “‘Fear in a Handful of Dust’: Modernism and Germ Theory,” begins from the late nineteenth-century scientific discovery that microorganisms cause disease. The chapter tracks the migration of germ theory into the home, where it spawned new approaches to hygiene that transformed housecleaning and housewifery. To understand why poets like Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams came to believe that poetry should be “hygienic,” I show how epidemiologists, physicians, and public health workers instructed housekeepers (refashioned as domestic engineers) to establish new standards and practices for cleaning the home. Recapturing the lively public conversation of the 1920s and 1930s about hygiene documents how literature participated in these exchanges and helps elucidate ideas about human sensation, urbanism, medicine, contagion, race, and class that informed emerging theories of hygiene. As germ theory moved into public consciousness, it engendered a fear of the imperceptible and attached new value to cleanliness, clarity, and transparency. The writers I analyze forge an imaginative link between cleanliness and clarity in writing, proposing the poet’s vision as a means of remediating the inadequacy of human senses to detect bacterial threats.

Chapter 4 moves from the microscope to the factory and examines an idea that was foundational for the modernization of the home: standardization. “‘Regular Hours and Regular Ideas’: Originality in an Age of Standardization,” explores the idea that modernism’s prominent preoccupation with originality is animated in part by concerns about the degradation and devaluation of originality in a culture increasingly seduced by copies, standard forms, artificial experience, and fake sensations. The writers I discuss—including T. S. Eliot, Osbert Sitwell, and Gertrude Stein—denounced the spread of standardization to the home, but also adopted and elaborated ideas connected to mass production in creating the formal and ideological innovations of their literary modernism.

Standardization helped give rise to the rational home, and it also impacted ideas about child-rearing. Psychologists turned their attention to the ways in which children grow and develop, and began to ask if the insights of modernization, particularly rationalization and efficiency science, could be deployed to help raise children more efficiently and effectively. The new doctrine of behaviorism told parents that they could engineer their children to grow up in any way the parents might prefer. In Chapter 5, “Modernism’s Missing Children: Mass Production and Human Reproduction,” I argue that writers responded to the new science of child development by reconfiguring the Bildungsroman as a literary form in which human development could happen in multiple ways. In so doing, writers like Aldous Huxley challenged the linear framework of developmental milestones and denigrated the human consequences of propounding a model for children’s growth that was rigidly prescriptive. Many modernist writers went beyond offering a critique of behaviorist models by composing their own stories for children, depicting models for growth that neither celebrate mechanization nor look sentimentally back at its precursor eras.

Chapter 6, “The House that Virginia Woolf Built (and Rebuilt),” takes a somewhat different approach. It focuses on Woolf, a writer who, in addition to her literary output, also experimented in architecture and design. This chapter takes as its corpus something that might seem inconceivable, given her popularity—undiscussed works by Woolf, about half of a dozen of them. These are not literary works but rather architectural projects that Woolf carried out at Monks House, the country home she shared with her husband Leonard in the southeast English county of Sussex. Given that so many members of Woolf’s intimate circle, including her sister Vanessa Bell, undertook multiple forms of artistic practice like pottery, painting, interior design, and more, it came as a surprise to me that this aspect of Woolf’s oeuvre had previously not been discussed by critics. In neglecting Woolf’s architectural work, critics have missed an opportunity to see how Woolf went about redesigning her home both to modernize it and to construct a space for her writing. Woolf’s domestic architectural practice aligns in interesting ways with her writing; the two bodies of work comment directly on each other, together offering a signal example of modernism’s cross-disciplinary conversation.

* * *

For architects like Le Corbusier, machines symbolized an ideal to which the home should aspire: minimal in furnishing, rational in planning, and designed in accordance with established standards rather than individual tastes.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Table of Contents









		Cover



		Halftitle page



		Title page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Acknowledgments



		Contents



		List of Figures



		1. Introduction: Modernism and Domestic Life in the Machine Age



		2. Minimum Writing



		3. “Fear in a Handful of Dust”: Modernism and Germ Theory



		4. “Regular Hours…and Regular Ideas”: Originality in an Age of Standardization



		5. Modernism’s Missing Children: Mass Production and Human Reproduction



		6. The House that Virginia Woolf Built (and Rebuilt)



		7. Coda



		Works Cited



		Index











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Title page









Pages





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MACHINES
ror LIVING

modernism and domestiedife

VICTORIA ROSNER





OEBPS/images/Logo.png
OXTFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS





OEBPS/images/Logo1.png
OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS





