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An early newspaper account of Chicago's first settlement, 
Hull House, informed that one specialty of the settlement 
was "the exaltation of art for the benefit of the masses."' 
Jane Addams, the legendary reformer whose name has 
long been associated with Hull House, gave her friend 
Ellen Gates Starr credit for directing the multifaceted aes- 
thetic activities.2 More modest than "Saint Jane,"3 Starr 
and her contributions to the aesthetic life of the settlement 
have been ignored in the glare of Addams's halo. The issue 
of Hull House's aesthetic commitment is complex and cen- 
ters on the two women's varying interpretations of the 
relationship of art to labor. Although Starr initially shared 
the British Arts and Crafts reformers' vision that art could 
be a means of radical social change, she eventually recog- 
nized the futility of trying to return workers to craft-based 
methods of production. On the other hand, Addams devel- 
oped programs in the arts at Hull House that sought to 
make workers' lives more pleasant rather than to change 
the conditions that oppressed them. 

EARLY ART EXPERIENCES 
Both Jane Addams (1860-1935) and Ellen Gates Starr 
(1859-1940) were exposed to art in their youth. Jane's older 
sister, Alice, was enrolled in the Department of Drawing 
and Painting at Illinois's Rockford Female Seminary, 
graduating in 1872, five years before Jane entered the 
school. Rockford was typical of many early female 
seminaries in its emphasis on the moral and religious com- 
ponent of women's education and in the place it accorded 
the arts.4 Drawing, painting, and needlework had been 
taught at Rockford since 1854; in 1860, a Department of 
Fine Arts was established under the leadership of George 
J. Robertson, a Scot who had studied in London at the 
Royal Academy. The curriculum included drawing and oil 
painting from nature, because, according to the catalogue: 

Few perhaps realize the benefits of this Art, in cultivating 
the habit of observation, in refining the taste, and increas- 
ing the love for the beautiful in nature, thus lifting the 
heart upward with devout reverence for the Creator, who 
made the beautiful for our admiration and to symbolize to 
us the perfect and unattained in the spiritual life.5 

If art and nature study enhanced religious sentiment and 
if young women were to be entrusted with the spiritual 
welfare of their future families, then art had an important 
role in female education. Nonetheless, art remained 
peripheral to the seminary curriculum. Students could 
enroll in art and music courses without pursuing collegiate 
or academic studies. Separate fees were charged, making 

art education a luxury beyond the means of some students. 
When Jane Addams entered Rockford in 1877, Robertson 

still headed the art department. The following year he was 
assisted by Miss Emeline E. Kirk and Miss M. Eva Perry; 
the latter gave a series of eight lectures on art history in 
the winter of 1879. An editorial note in the school magazine 
suggested that students were interested in the subject 
because it was the fashion and, more important, because 
painting and sculpture were languages for the moral and 
aesthetic nature.6 There is no record of Addams attending 
these lectures, but she did study watercolor painting in 
her senior year. 

As far as can be ascertained, Starr took no art courses 
at Rockford, but she came from a family interested in art 
and feminism. Her paternal aunt, Eliza Allen Starr (1824- 
1901), had studied art in Boston and Philadelphia and 
established her own auditorium in Chicago, where she 
gave illustrated lectures on the history of art. Aunt Eliza 
also was an active member of the more literary and conser- 
vative Chicago women's clubs.7 Ellen Starr's father actively 
supported female suffrage and women's rights as well as 
equal access to education for all; her mother was known 
for the beauty of her landscape gardening. Her older sister, 
Mary, was sent to Boston to live with another aunt to 
receive the benefits of an Eastern education. Mary studied 
art there and in Europe, where she achieved modest success 
as a portrait painter before her marriage. Her older brother 
William traveled in Europe with Aunt Eliza, then studied 
sculpture in Boston and Rome, also with her support. 

Ellen, the third of four children in the family, did not 
have these advantages. Born after the family had moved 
from Deerfield, Massachusetts, to an Illinois farm, she 
grew up watching her paternal grandmother spinning and 
weaving, in a practical revival of almost forgotten crafts. 
When Starr attended Rockford during the 1877-78 academic 
year, she and Addams became close friends. Starr left the 
seminary after one year to teach at a rural school. After 
that school closed she taught literature and art history in 
fashionable private girls' schools in Chicago from about 
1880 through 1889, her first year at Hull House. While 
teaching, she prepared herself for admission to Radcliffe 
College but never enrolled.8 Even though employed, Starr, 
like Addams, sought a way of life that would enable her 
to contribute more directly to social betterment. She pitied 
rather than envied the rich girls she taught; they con- 
tributed their fathers' money to charity but really wanted 
more to do with their lives.9 Starr wrote her cousin in 1889 
that she was "tired to death of art for art's sake."10 Hull 
House would offer her a means to combine her interests 
in art and social reform. 
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SOURCES FOR THE SETTLEMENT HOUSE 
Although the settlement movement arose from a need felt 
by young, college-educated women and men to extend the 
benefits of democracy, culture, and society to those less 
fortunate, the movement met less idealistic, more personal 
needs as well. Sources for the role of art in the settlement 
can be found in the work of English art critic John Ruskin, 
in 19th-century women's colleges, in traditions of cultural 
philanthropy, and in women's clubs. Starr taught Ruskin's 
art and social gospels at Hull House and frequently quoted 
from his writings in her lectures and articles. Because he 
advocated both radical social reform and traditional gender 
roles, Ruskin's works were often part of the women's college 
curriculum. Starr and Addams first had read Ruskin at 
Rockford, which, like other colleges that supported the 
settlement movement, among them Vassar, Wellesley, and 
Smith, evidenced a parallel mix of tradition and reform: 
they included art in their early curricula, taught what 
Barbara Welter has called "true womanhood," and 
emphasized student autonomy and advanced social 
thought." 

Chicago, like many other American cities, had both 
men's and women's charity and cultural organizations. 
Through social service and charity work, women of leisure 
contributed to the moral control of disorderly, stressful 
cities, often using art as a vehicle.12 While the men of 
Chicago might found an art institute, the cultural philan- 
thropy undertaken by women reduced art, according to 
historian Kathleen McCarthy, "to a harmless pastime to 
while away the hours, [through which] artistry was 
privatized, domesticated, and miniaturized to a distinctly 
feminine scale."13 

Although the rhetoric of Ruskin's moral aesthetic might 
justify women's charitable uses of art, the artistic activities 
they engaged in and their visible results differed little 
from traditional female pastimes. These philanthropies 
began from a position of noblesse oblige and were fre- 
quently directed to the "deserving poor," i.e., lower-middle- 
class, native-born citizens. Although Addams claimed that 
a settlement was "neither a school nor a philanthropy, nor 
yet a philanthropic school or a scholarly philanthropy," 
charity work became an acceptable activity for upper-mid- 
dle-class women.14 

Cultural and social philanthropy often were undertaken 
by the same women who led women's clubs. Many 19th-cen- 
tury women developed public-speaking and organizational 
skills through club work; others cultivated interests in art 
and literature. Starr knew a number of Chicago club 
women through her teaching. When she and Addams 
sought support for a settlement house, they approached 
the Chicago Woman's Club, which decided that the new 
scheme should be supported by women rather than men, 
and invited Starr and Addams to become members of the 
club. The Chicago Woman's Club provided both financial 
support and volunteers for Hull House. 

The early art history classes, literary reading groups, 
collections of reproductions, and tableaux vivants at Hull 
House reflected the activities common in women's clubs. 
Historian Karen Blair has pointed out that through their 
work in women's clubs, women 

expropriated the previously male world of literature and 
the arts as their own, feeling they possessed a special 
humanistic sensitivity which provided an alternative to the 
acquisitive and competitive goals of men in an industrializ- 
ing America.15 

Addams frequently set settlement values in opposition 
to commercialism. With the settlement's participation in 
the Arts and Crafts movement, feminine artistry demon- 

strated through traditional crafts became an accepted crea- 
tive process. 6 

The first settlement house art exhibits sought to 
improve the lives of the poor by introducing ideals of beauty 
and models of good design.17 The fact that these exhibits 
appealed more to women and children than to men confirms 
their roots in both the feminized aesthetic of Ruskin and 
women's charitable and social activities. Art and craft 
classes were offered as worthwhile leisure activities and 
sometimes as vocational training; they provided continuity 
with handicrafts traditional to neighborhood ethnic groups 
and reached out to children as well as to recent immigrants. 
Gradually, exhibits by the settlement house's neighbors 
supplemented or replaced earlier exhibits of fine-art repro- 
ductions. Often the settlement introduced educational 
experiments such as manual training classes before the 
public schools did. 

ARTWORK DONE BY HULL HOUSE 
In Twenty Years at Hull-House Addams told of her 1888 
trip to Europe with Starr and Sarah Anderson (a Rockford 
teacher), during which she decided to establish an Ameri- 
can settlement house modeled on Toynbee Hall in London. 
The trio, of course, also visited cathedrals and art galleries 
and purchased reproductions of art works for themselves, 
for Rockford, and for Starr's school. When Addams and 
Starr found their "large house in the midst of all the horrid 
little houses,"'8 they hung their prints and reproductions 
in the newly painted rooms. Starr made many of the 
decorating decisions, choosing an "artistic" terra cotta for 
walls to "make things as pretty as we can."19 Large photo- 
graphs of madonnas by Raphael and casts of works by 
Donatello and Della Robbia were hung in the Hull House 
day nursery.20 Starr organized a lending library of reproduc- 
tions, with the expectation that in time they would replace 
the printed scarves, paper flowers, and wax funeral 
wreaths on their neighbors' walls.21 By October 1896 the 
Hull-House Bulletin reported a collection of 100 reproduc- 
tions and photographs, each of which was available for a 
two-week loan.22 

Starr organized reading groups in art history and liter- 
ature at Hull House. During that first autumn her class 
read George Eliot's Romola and studied Florentine art. 
Later classes read Shakespeare, Browning, Dante, Ruskin, 
and William Morris. Starr's Aunt Eliza lectured on Floren- 
tine artists during Hull House's first year, and in the fall 
of 1890 Starr taught art history as a college extension 
course. When Hull House began its Rockford Summer 
School in July 1897, course offerings included Browning 
and art history, both taught by Starr. The chief audience 
for these courses was working-class students preparing to 
elevate themselves professionally. 

In 1890 the first addition to Hull House was planned. 
Starr had persuaded Edward B. Butler, a local business- 
man, to donate money for a library and an art gallery. 
Reverend Samuel Barnett, one of the founders of Toynbee 
Hall, spoke at the opening reception, explaining the role 
of art exhibits in the London settlement house. Barnett 
spoke, too, of the value of fine pictures in comforting and 
inspiring the poor. In an article in the Chicago Tribune, 
he was reported as saying that 

pictures were invaluable for poor people whose lives 
fall in the sadder places of existence, because they 
inspire them and suggest the thoughts of great men 
and beautiful and beneficent ideas. He told of instances 
how people had been comforted by the pictures of Watts 
and others, or aroused by the paintings of heroic deeds 
and led to realize beauty in what at first seemed com- 
mon to them.23 
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As Barnett told his audience, art in the settlement would 
raise the poor "to a sense of 'something kindlier, higher, 
holier.'"24 The first loan exhibition at Butler Gallery opened 
in late June 1891; 4,079 people attended the ten-day 
exhibit. 

Among the Butler Gallery exhibits organized by Starr 
the following winter was one of reproductions and photo- 
graphs collected for school use. She also spoke informally 
several times on "The Use of Pictures in Education and 
the Manchester [England] System" and afterward founded 
the Chicago Public School Art Society, a branch of the 
Chicago Woman's Club that collected and distributed photo- 
graphs and reproductions to schools. Like the loan exhibits 
of the Butler Gallery, the work of the Public School Art 
Society was based on an English model. T. C. Horsfall, whom 
Starr had met when visiting the Barnetts in England dur- 
ing the spring of 1892, had established, with encourage- 
ment from Ruskin, similar collections for schools in Man- 
chester. Like Horsfall, Starr argued that urban children 
needed to see pictures in order to recognize cows and trees 
and to be introduced to basic ideas of beauty in the forms 
of art. She quoted Ruskin's gospel on the potential of repro- 
ductions to purify the heart of the poor child.25 With Starr 
as president, the women of the society raised money to 
purchase reproductions, selected appropriate pictures, 
made recommendations for tinting schoolroom walls, and 
advised teachers, school districts, and woman's clubs in 
Chicago and across the country about the use of pictures 
in education. 

Among Hull House's first offerings were Wednesday- 
night drawing classes taught by a Mr. Sammons from the 
Art Institute of Chicago's faculty.26 Sammons's class 
included twelve children who already had some knowledge 
of drawing, either from the public schools or, in at least 
one case, from study in Italy prior to emigration. Mrs. 
Mary Wilmarth, a staunch friend of Hull House, paid Sam- 
mon's salary. 

As early as 1890 classes in clay modeling, basket weav- 
ing, and other craft and manual training activities were 
offered. Addams, who had earlier taught industrial art at 
a Chicago missionary training school, distinguished such 
industrial education classes from the fine arts, but in prac- 
tice the distinction was blurred, perhaps because both fine- 
art and craft classes functioned primarily as recreation. 
In 1891 sculptor Lorado Taft gave a series of clay modeling 
classes. In January 1896 the manual work classes included 
drawing, painting, clay modeling, embroidery, and cook- 
ing. From 1893 until her death in 1942, Enella Benedict 
was in charge of the studio art classes that continued to 
be a regular feature of the Hull House program. Tableaux 
vivants of famous paintings were presented as part of the 
Christmas programs. 

During its early years Hull House also supported sum- 
mer vacation schools to keep poor children off the streets 
and out of mischief. The curriculum featured visual arts, 
music, crafts, and manual training. Hull House also spon- 
sored a lecture series. Several on art were given by Starr's 
aunt, and in 1892, Mrs. Hart, Rev. Barnett's sister-in-law, 
spoke on the philanthropic development of a cottage indus- 
try in textiles in Donegal, Ireland.27 This lecture marks 
one of the first indications of interest at Hull House in the 
British Arts and Crafts movement, an interest that grew 
during the next decade. 

ARTS AND CRAFTS INFLUENCES 
According to the April 1897 Hull-House Bulletin, the usual 
spring exhibit at the Butler Gallery included "a small arts 
and crafts exhibit, designed to illustrate the difference 

between the machine manufactured, commercial articles 
and things which are made by hand and bear the mark of 
interest and pleasure in the maker."28 The following 
October the Chicago Arts and Crafts Society was estab- 
lished during a meeting at Hull House. Its membership 
was composed of local (mostly male) artists, architects, and 
artisans; among the few women were Addams and Starr, 
who had just begun her work as a bookbinder. The society's 
aims were wide ranging: cultivating in its members and 
others a sense of beauty, encouraging beauty in articles 
produced for everyday use, influencing the manual-train- 
ing movement and the design and decoration of both useful 
and ornamental objects, encouraging handicrafts, studying 
factory conditions with a view to reducing the dominance 
of the machine, and holding exhibits and founding centers 
for crafts activities.29 The society sponsored lectures on 
topics such as art education, the Arts and Crafts movement, 
the role of art in society, and specific crafts and held an 
annual exhibit, usually in November. Perhaps the society's 
best-known lecturer was member Frank Lloyd Wright, who 
spoke March 6, 1901, on "Art and the Machine," concluding 
that art was needed to give a soul to the machine. Although 
more men than women belonged to the society, work by 
women dominated its exhibitions. 

Starr had begun bookbinding with the goal of unifying 
mental and manual labor and contributing in some small 
way to the beauty of objects.30 She spent a total of 15 
months-12 in 1897 and 3 in 1899-at Doves Bindery in 
England, where she was one of the few American women 
to apprentice with T. J. Cobden-Sanderson. A discriminat- 
ing craftswoman, she took two or three weeks to bind a 
book and limited her teaching to no more than three pupils 
at one time. Following the ideals of her teacher, Starr 
believed that only books of lasting value were worth hand 
binding. There was a certain irony, not unnoticed by Starr, 
in the establishment at Hull House of a private bindery 
for books only the wealthy could afford. 

Starr not only incorporated the technical knowledge 
taught by her mentor but also looked to him for guidance 
on the social value of art. Known for having given the Arts 
and Crafts movement its name, Cobden-Sanderson saw 
society as a potential work of art and crafts as a means to 
reach that end.31 While Cobden-Sanderson did not dismiss 
the machine, he valued handwork as a means to lift the 
worker "into harmony with the universal order."32 He 
believed that the union of imagination, spirit, and manual 
labor was the most important goal and followed socialist 
ideals in establishing the working environment at Doves 
Bindery. Responding to a letter from Starr describing a 
proposed labor museum at Hull House, Cobden-Sanderson 
expressed "sympathy with the proposal to enlarge the hori- 
zons of the artisan's life from the point of departure of the 
tools & material & processes of his own craft."33 

When it opened in November 1900, Hull House's Labor 
Museum sought more to change the worker's attitude than 
the structure of industry. Each Saturday night Hull House's 
neighbors were invited to demonstrate and teach their tra- 
ditional skills. The Labor Museum showed process, product, 
and producer in an effort to illustrate the value of hand- 
work. A visitor to the museum might see local boys learn- 
ing woodworking; a German potter throwing a vase on the 
wheel; a display of the constituents of common foods; and 
Irish, Russian, Syrian, or Italian women spinning.34 Starr's 
bindery and the manual training shops were incorporated 
into the museum early on. 

The enterprise was called a museum rather than a 
school to attract older visitors and to emphasize its enter- 
tainment value. The museum itself was officially open only 
on Saturday evenings, but the craft shops were busy 
throughout the week as young people and adults engaged 
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in metalwork, pottery, woodworking, and weaving for 
themselves or for items to sell in the Hull House shop.35 

ART AS AMMUNITION OR ANODYNE 
Art-related activities at Hull House prior to 1900 had roots 
in Ruskin's moral aesthetic, in an idealistic view of the 
spiritual benefits of art, and in women's experiences with 
college, club, and charity. As the century turned, the settle- 
ment residents' view of art shifted from an attempt "to 
reproduce the college type of culture" in the urban worker 
to an attempt 

to work out a method and an ideal adapted to adults who 
spend their time in industrial pursuits. They [settlement 
classes] hope to promote a culture which will not set its 
possessor aside in a class with others like himself, but 
which will, on the contrary, connect him with all sorts of 
people by his ability to understand them and by his power 
to supplement their present surroundings with the historic 
background which legitimately belongs to them.36 

Material from the Labor Museum illustrated these new 
courses. The Hull-House Yearbook made it clear that the 
new courses differed from Starr's literary classes, which 
were modeled on the old-fashioned literary society. While 
Starr continued to teach her classes on Browning, Morris, 
and Ruskin and to work with a few apprentices in her 
bookbindery, the record of her presence in Hull House 
diminishes during the years after the First World War. One 
explanation for this may be her increasing interest in labor 
reform and socialism. Not only did Starr become active in 
supporting strikers, she also joined the socialist party. 

Addams, unlike Starr, never sought dramatic social 
change. Numerous authors have commented on the 
strength of traditional values in her overtly reformist writ- 
ings; some have argued that her conception of the settle- 
ment and its educational function sought, perhaps uncon- 
sciously, social control. Educational historian Paul Violas 
writes that for Addams, the "primary purpose of art .. . 
was to provide an opiate for the masses that would modify 
the divisiveness wrought by their protest movements."37 
Addams clearly valued art for its affective power and con- 
structive use of leisure time rather than for any effective 
power to bring about changes in working conditions. 

Starr, on the other hand, viewed the industrial worker 
as laboring in a state of siege. The task of the settlement 
as she saw it was both "to pass to him the things which 
sustain his courage and keep him alive" and to give 
ammunition that might be used to raise the siege.38 She 
gradually realized, however, that contrary to Ruskin's and 
Morris's preaching, art was not a viable means toward 
social reform. After about 1910 her art became a personal 
pursuit, a labor of love through which she could merge her 
interests in art and literature. Her political activity also 
increased. She participated in the 1910 Hart, Schaffner, 
and Marx strike, was arrested during a restaurant workers' 
strike in 1914, and joined another textile workers' strike 
in 1915. In 1916 Starr ran for alderman on a socialist ticket. 
These years of radicalism were followed by conversion to 
Roman Catholicism in 1920. Although increasingly drawn 
toward the Catholic Church after her aunt's death in 1901, 
Starr did not complete her conversion until her doubts 
about the church's position on social reform were over- 
whelmed by her desire for the unity, discipline, and author- 
ity of its doctrine.39 Paralyzed after a 1929 operation, Starr 
lived her final decade at the Convent of the Holy Child in 
Suffern, New York, painting flowers in watercolors and 
exercising her spiritual life as an Oblate of the Third Order 
of St. Benedict. 

It is difficult to reconcile the socialist Starr with the 

spiritual pilgrim and the aesthete. Starr embraced, if only 
briefly, a vision of art as a means to complete social reform. 
When that failed, she turned to art as private expression, 
then to political activity, and finally to religion to meet 
her needs. Her late flower paintings suggest that in some 
respects she never transcended a feminized Victorian aes- 
thetic. Although Addams's motives were also complex, her 
programs at Hull House encouraged women to extend their 
traditional maternal role to the larger community, to pro- 
vide worthwhile activities without challenging the under- 
lying social structure. Since she made no attempt to under- 
mine women's traditional role or the established order, she 
was the more celebrated of the two. For Addams, art at 
Hull House was to be nonthreatening but socially valuable, 
offering a modernist view: everyone can be an artist; art 
relaxes tensions and nurtures healthy self-expression. 
While art in Addams's view was politically impotent, it 
made life in the city more tolerable. * 
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"[A] witty and rewarding study of the 'iconography of misogyny' in late 
nineteenth-century culture. -Elaine Showalter, The New Republic 
"A ground-breaking, important book. -Susan Gubar 

The Washington Times Magazine 
"[Dijkstra] displays his wares with enthusiasm and he explicates them 
well....A gold mine of material. -Nina Auerbach, The Nation 
"A monumental labor of profound significance. No serious student of 
humanity should miss it. -Karol V. Menzie, The Baltimore Sun 

At better bookstores or directly from 
O X F O R D PA P E R B A C K S 
Oxford University Press * 200 Madison Avenue * New York. NY 10016 
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