


Editorial

Something to be Grateful for

As many of us are spending more time cooking on account of the pandemic, we thought it would be a good
opportunity to reflect back on dining and cooking in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

As Leela Outcalt writes in our lead feature, “During the nineteenth century, the home became the locus of
middle-class respectability and hosting, and attending dinner parties offered prime opportunities to display
one’s social status.” In the case of her article, that display was often happening in the American ex-patriot
community in London.

Two of our other contributors offer in-depth detail about hosting in the new American city of Chicago. These,
along with our fourth feature, are an outgrowth from a November 2019 symposium held at Glessner House, in
that city. It was sponsored jointly by Glessner House and the Victorian Society
in America and the topic was servants, kitchens, and dining in the Victorian Era.

While some may not be as enthusiastic as others about having to spend a
great deal more time preparing meals at home, at least none of us are likely to

be putting in the eighteen hours days of one Mattie Williamson, described in this
‘ issue by Justin Miller.

Something, in these difficult times, to be grateful for.

Warren Ashworth

Above: An historic photograph of the editor in the kitchen with his staff.
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Elizabeth Robins Pennell’s

Cookery Book:

A SYMPHONY IN THE GENDER POLITICS OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY DINING

Leela Outcalt

Everybody eats and everybody should enjoy eating.

Elizabeth Robins Pennell, My Cookery Books, vi

By her own description, Elizabeth Robins Pennell (1862-1952)
had always relished food. “I have always been blessed with a
healthy appetite, a decent sense of discrimination in satisfying
it and also a deep interest in the Philosophy of Food.”™ A
peripheral figure in the Aesthetic movement, Pennell was
central to the Aesthetic social scene and adopted the artistic
lifestyle as the foundation for her approach to food. Bucking
the trends in Victorian dining and
eschewing nineteenth-century
misogyny, Elizabeth Robins Pennell
sought to claim dining as a creative art
form and reclaim both cooking and
eating as avenues for female expression.
This article explores the contemporary
influences that shaped Pennell’s
approach to dining, with particular
focus on the dining practices of her
close friend James McNeill Whistler
(1834-1903).

Philadelphia born Elizabeth Robins
Pennell lived most of her adult life in
London. When Pennell and her
husband settled in England, they
opened their house on Thursday nights
as a salon, hosting Aesthetic luminaries
and artists including James McNeill
Whistler, Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), and
Aubrey Beardsley (1872-1898). While
the only refreshments served on those
evenings were simple sandwiches and
whiskey, Elizabeth Robins Pennell’s
theory of food took shape during these
late-night gatherings.*

It was in this house that Elizabeth
Robins Pennell stored her cookbook collection, which, at its
height, included over a thousand volumes. This collection
began with a gift of Alexandre Dumas’s Dictionaire de la
Cuisine from William Earnest Henley, then art critic and editor
at the National Observer and a Thursday night regular. The
book was intended to serve as an aid to Pennell in her latest
assignment: Pennell had been invited to contribute as a food

James McNeill Whister (1834-1903), Firelight (Mrs.
Joseph Pennell), 1896. Lithograph. Courtesy The
Metropolitan Museum of Art.

writer to a column in the Pall Mall Gazette featuring
prominent women writers. At the time, she described her
qualifications as “the healthy appetite and honest love of a good
dinner, usually considered ‘unbecoming to the sex’.”* The 1893
column—titled, dismissively, “The Wares of Autolycus,” was
named after Shakespeare’s prankster in A Winter’s Tale, who
sells “unconsidered trifles”—included articles on food,
decorative art, and poetry by well-
known female authors. A compilation of
Pennell’s articles for the column was
published in 1896 under the title The
Feasts of Autolycus: The Diary of a
Greedy Woman. Even today, Pennell’s
subtitle, Diary of a Greedy Woman,
feels subversive; at the end of the
nineteenth century it was a provocation.

Dining was as central to the
Victorians’ conception of themselves as
=i | it is to our understanding of them
today. During the nineteenth century,
the home became the locus of middle-
class respectability and hosting and
attending dinner parties offered prime
opportunities to display one’s social
status. As such, dining was a source of
anxiety for middle-class Victorians, and
publishers responded with a flood of
guides to help navigate the unspoken
rules of dining etiquette. These books,
marketed to the newly upwardly-mobile
audience, served as guides to the ideals
and beliefs that have come to define the
Victorian period.

Dining, along with the rituals that
surrounded it, was crucial to how Victorians understood
themselves. In Isabella Beeton’s (1836-1865) 1861 edition of
her best-selling Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household
Management, she writes,

Dining is the privilege of civilization. The rank which a

people occupy in the grand scale may be measured by
their way of taking their meals.?



Victorians viewed dining as an opportunity to prove mastery
over their baser instincts; women should never ask for second
helpings regardless of how hungry they might be, some guides
suggest that, to avoid any unpleasant odors, women skip
cheese altogether,® if space allowed, a home’s kitchen and
dining room were placed at opposite sides so that cooking
smells wouldn’t intrude into living spaces often resulting in
lukewarm food. Even commenting on the flavor of food was
frowned upon. Elaborate rules ensured that Victorian dining
was anything but a sensory experience.

At the same time dining etiquette was becoming codified,
cookery books were becoming standardized. In Modern
Cookery in all its Branches: Reduced to a System of Easy
Practice for the use of Private Families, in a series of receipts,
which have been strictly tested, and are given with the most
minute exactness,” published in 1845, Elizabeth “Eliza” Acton
(1799-1859) introduced the practice of listing measured
ingredients and specifying cooking times. While Acton is often
cited as the inventor of the modern recipe, it was Isabella
Beeton who popularized it.® First published in full in 1861, Mrs.
Beeton’s Cookery Book: A Household Guide was one of the
most popular guides to cooking and dining in Britain during
the nineteenth century. In her 2005 article, Natalie Kapetanios
Meir argues that the rigid Victorian social structure was
mimicked in the book’s form.® In 1896 Pennell recognized that
the gender norms that were openly enforced through dining
etiquette were implicitly reinforced through the structure of
the nineteenth-century cookbook:

I have any number of ambitious books of this kind, all
based on The Whole Duty of Woman...Take a few
headings of chapters...Of Religion; The Duty of Virgins;
Of Wives; Of Gravies, Soups, Broths Pottages. But the
system, the careful division of subjects, now become
indispensable, is observed even in these compilations.

The new love of order has one drawback. It gave writers
less opportunity for self-revelation.

Pennell highlights the sexism with humor showing how, if
taken to the extreme, the nineteenth-century emphasis on
categorizing and systematizing equates virgins and wives with
gravies and soups. At the end of the nineteenth century, both
dining etiquette and recipes were becoming increasingly
codified and standardized. These rules reified a concept of
women as naturally domestic and placed domesticity in
opposition to creativity.

I hate people who are not serious about
meals. It is so shallow of them.
—Algernon

The Importance of Being Earnest
Oscar Wilde

Pennell and her dinner table were surrounded by prominent
Aesthetes and we cannot paint a full picture of her approach to
artful dining without contextualizing it within this movement.
Born out of the Design Reform Movement and the Arts and

Crafts Movement, the Aesthetic movement promoted an
approach that saw life and art as critically entwined. Aesthetes
broke down the hierarchy of the arts; they were just as
interested in painting as in writing, furniture design, or
clothing. If we consider the Aesthetic movement as it was in its
own time, as a lifestyle, it is surprising how little has been said
on the subject of food thus far.

While Aesthetes were interested in breaking down the
hierarchy of the arts, they showed little interest in dissolving
gender disparities. Design reform may have promoted arts
education for middle-class unmarried women, but this was
only as a reflection of what they saw as a woman’s natural
talents.” Even a plea for funding for the Women’s Design
School in Art Journal (1861) reinforces the gendered nature of
artistic and domestic spheres.

Women should nowise exceed the well-defined bounds
that have long ago been marked out for them, but employ
themselves only in domestic matters and those feminine
duties, which properly constitute their province, and

which they alone are able to efficiently perform...
Woman owes allegiance to the hearth.”

The South Kensington Museum opened the National
Training School for Cookery in 1873. A review in The Times the
year after it opened makes clear who attended.

Still a pupil is sometimes heard to declare that she could
not do it “by herself.” This, it is needless to observe,
never happens with cooks who come to improve

themselves, nor with the more intelligent class of “lady-
learners.”

Even within the Aesthetic movement, a woman’s place was
often in the kitchen as a cook, not a chef. By relegating women
to the kitchen, Pennell’s contemporaries diminished both her
gender and passion simultaneously.

Elizabeth Robins Pennell saw food as an unrecognized
traditionally feminine art form that, if reconceived
appropriately, could be an avenue for women to express their
artistic creativity. The Feast of Autolycus: Diary of a Greedy
Woman is Pennell’s manifesto, intended to inspire both men
and women to create and enjoy good food.

Pennell believed that the newly systematic presentation of
recipes in contemporary cookbooks was at fault for the current
state of Victorian cooking. She describes The Feasts of
Autolycus writing,

it does not pretend to be a ‘Cook’s Manual,” or a
‘Housewife’s Companion’: already the diligent, in
numbers, have catalogued recipes, with more or less
exactness. It is rather a guide to the Beauty, the Poetry,

that exists in the perfect dish, even as in the masterpiece
of a Titian or a Swinburne.*

She was nostalgic for the narrative qualities she found in her
collection of antique cookbooks.

And the cookery books are full of this brocaded language,
full of extravagant conceits, full of artificial ornament; a
lover writing to his mistress, you would say, rather than
a cook or a housewife giving practical directions. After
the modern recipe, blunt and to the point of brutality.”



Pennell saw food, when done well, as art, and her book
reads more as a love letter to good food than as a cookbook.

Rather than focusing on the standard rules of etiquette or a
list of recipes, Pennell wrote about dining from a personal
perspective, turning suppers into ballads and breakfasts into
works of art. Feasts includes chapters such as: “The Virtue of
Gluttony,” “Bouillabaisse; A Symphony in Gold,” “A Dish of
Sunshine,” and “A Study in Green and Red.” Pennell’s chapter
titles signal the profound influence Whistler had on her
approach to food.

Pennell and her husband became friends with Whistler in
the mid-1880s and in 1908 published an immensely detailed,
authorized biography of him. I don’t think her respect for him
and his influence on her can be overstated. She described their
relationship saying,

he would be our friend, with us constantly, letting us
learn far more about him and far more intimately than

from all the talk at a café table of those who already knew
him, accepted him as a master, and loved him as a man.*®

Whistler was as particular about food, and its presentation, as
Pennell, so it is hardly surprising that she looked to him as a
model for her approach to dining.

Pennell’s keen interest in Whistler’s dining habits is clear
from the numerous descriptions of his entertaining included in
the artist’s biography. His unusual dining habits drew
comment; in a fanciful description of Whistler’s table, one
diner claimed he would

throw perfume into the vases at the close of the feast,
killing the fishes, and causing them to spurt the

perfumed water toward the guests in their expiring
gasps.”

In a more measured description, the Pennells note

his respect for the art of dining. If he gave a dinner he
studied the menu as carefully as he studied his palette
when he painted a picture.®

They describe how the first impression Whistler made to guests
contrasted with the formal entrance to dinner required by
Victorian etiquette:
Mrs. Alan S. Cole recalls a single tall lily springing from
the bowl; though invited for twelve, it was wiser, she
adds, not to arrive much before two for to get there
earlier was often to hear Whistler splashing in his bath.”

On another occasion, Whistler arrived only in time for dessert,
and proceeded to eat dinner backwards, starting with dessert
and finishing with the soup.*

Even Whistler’s hours for entertaining were eccentric.
Rather than throwing dinner parties, the traditional Victorian
meal for entertaining, he was known for his “Sunday
breakfasts.” Pennell writes,

Whistler invented Sunday breakfasts. The day was

unusual in London and the hour—twelve instead of
nine.*

Whistler was famous for his buckwheat pancakes at these
breakfasts, though the meals were often much more elaborate
affairs. There are many invitations to breakfast included in his
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(Top to bottom): James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903), Menu, May 29
(1876?). The Hunterian Museum, Glasgow. Photograph by the author.
The Feasts of Autolycus, The Diary of a Greedy Woman, by Elizabeth
Robins Pennell, c. 1900.



Plates, ginger jar and vase owned by James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903) and his neighbor, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882), c. 1662-1772, Qing
dynasty China. Courtesy Victoria and Albert Museum.

correspondence, which convey a warmth and casualness that
feels very modern.* Despite the informal tone and timeline of
the invitations, the breakfasts were often multicourse affairs
held to court patrons,® as can be seen from the dates on bills
that include lobster.* Whistler enjoyed entertaining and would
produce carefully crafted menus regardless of the time of day.
Pennell notes,

He devoted no less attention to his breakfasts and

dinners that made the talk of the town. He respected the

art of cookery—the ‘Family Bible’ he called the cook-

book; he ate little but that little had to be perfect both in

cooking and serving.*

The “Family Bible” was Whistler’s mother’s recipe book, which
he treasured.*® If Whistler was unusual in what he served and
when, he was equally unusual in how he served it.

The University of Glasgow, to whom Rosalind Birnie Philip,
sister-in-law of Whistler, bequeathed her collection of Whistler
memorabilia, has made available a huge trove of primary
sources on the artist: they have transcribed, annotated, and
now offer online access to approximately 10,000 pieces of
correspondence written to or from Whistler.”” Included among
these letters are 138 menus that Whistler devised himself.

Born in Massachusetts, Whistler settled in London in 1859.
The menus date from his time in London, when he was at the
center of the Aesthetic scene. Guests at his dinners (or
breakfasts) included some of the most renowned Aesthetes: E.
W. Godwin (1833-1886), Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), George
Moore (1852-1933), J. J. Tissot (1836-1902), and Frederick
Leyland (1831-1892), just to name a few.

Whistler’s menus were precious to him. Scribbling on one
such menu, composed by Whistler for December 18, 1876,

6

British art dealer Charles Augustus Howell noted,

Whistler wrote out a menu every morning—these he
treasured as if they were drawings—sometimes as a
special favour he would present a distinguished guest
with one, make a note of it, and place it in the Japanese
Cabinet where he kept the whole collection.*®

That we have so many of his handwritten menus, and that each
of them is inscribed with his famous butterfly signature, is a
testament to this sentiment. He was fastidious in prints, letters,
and other art works to ensure that these were only finished
when his butterfly monogram was added.*

While Whistler’s menus had much in common with popular
Victorian ones, the overall flavor of Whistler’s menus was
markedly different. Many of Whistler’s favorite foods were
humble dishes. One of his most oft-repeated soups was potage
bonne femme, or “housekeeper’s soup.”® Even the oyster soup
mentioned above appeared in Beeton’s book as a household
supper and is listed as economical. But these simple dishes
often appeared next to servings of lobster and caviar.
Whistler’s menus also included more eccentric dishes not listed
in Beeton’s book, such as poulet a la Baltimore, which he often
served with hominy, a uniquely American dish, or his
“Quenelles de Merlan, Lindsey Houses,” a fish dumpling dish
named after his Chelsea address that appears ten times among
his menus.* These menus weren’t formulaic; they were
personal—they told guests about Whistler’s background and
his tongue-in-cheek sense of humor—Whistler used his
idiosyncratic menus as an opportunity to reveal himself to his
guests.

Whistler was an avid collector of blue-and-white china.
Three hundred and thirty pieces from his second collection of



A dish from Whistler’s second collection of Chinese porcelain, c. 17"
century. The Hunterian Museum, Glasgow. Photograph by the author.

china, dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—
and including both native and exported forms—are now
housed in Glasgow’s Hunterian Collection. Similar to some of
his contemporaries, Whistler served meals on his treasured
collection of blue-and-white. In Oscar Wilde’s lecture “The
House Beautiful,” he exhorted,

Those of you who have old china use it I hope. There is

nothing so absurd as having good china stuck up in a

cabinet merely for show...if you can’t use good old china
without breaking it, then you don’t deserve to have it.*

On one occasion, when Whistler was asked what he would do if
one of his prized plates were broken, he responded, “Why
then—you know, we might as well take hands and go and throw
ourselves into the Thames!”* Describing a dinner given by
Whistler in 1863, Du Maurier wrote,

Jimmy...has bought some very fine china; has about sixty

pounds worth, and his anxiety about it during dinner was
great fun.*

Whistler’s use of his precious china was significant, making
clear that the appearance of his meals was important to him.
Combining historical descriptions with the dinnerware in
the Hunterian, one begins to paint a picture of what Whistler’s
table looked like before the food was served. While the majority
of the china is blue and white, there are some surprisingly
colorful pieces. The napkins and tablecloth, both embroidered
with Whistler’s iconic butterfly signature, are white linen. His
silver collection, also inscribed with his butterfly, are Georgian
and include cutlery with mother of pearl handles and an array
of baskets in which we know he served strawberries on several
occasions. Compared with the heavy table décor of most
Victorians, the ceramics, silver, and linen left behind by

Whistler suggest a much more restrained aesthetic.

Like Whistler, Pennell believed that the table setting set the
stage for the meal. Among her descriptions of meals are
suggestions for decorations that one could easily picture on
Whistler’s table. Describing a breakfast in spring, she writes,

The table’s ornaments should be few...See, only, that [the
daffodils] are fresh...and make sure that the glass,

though simple, is as shapely as Venice or Whitefriars can
fashion it.s

Or, as an alternative,

From your own garden gather a bunch of late tulips,
...Fill a bowl with them: it may be a rare bronze from
Japan, or a fine piece of old Delft...Open with that
triumph of colour which would have enchanted a Titian
or a Monticelli: the roseate of salmon of the rhine.*

The appearance of food was as important as its taste.
Describing an oyster croquette, she wrote:
A symphony in golden brown and soft fawn grey, it
should be crisp without, within of such delicate
consistency that it will melt in the mouth like a dream.
Pyramidal in shape, it is of itself so decorative that only
with the rarest blue and white china, or the most fairy-
like Limoges, will it seem in perfect harmony. It would be
discourteous, indeed, to serve so regal a creation on any
stray dish or plate.””

Here she seems to take inspiration from Whistler’s table
settings, his art, and his mode of elegant suggestive prose as
seen in The Ten O’Clock Lecture. By playing on the titles of
Whistler’s artwork, such as his painting A Symphony in White,
or his cabinet Harmony in Yellow and Gold, these titles
themselves references to another art form—music—she
lyrically transformed the oyster into a poem.

While not specified in Diary of a Greedy Woman, Pennell
in Our Philadelphia makes clear the source of these regal
croquettes: Peter Augustin, a renowned Black Haitian chef and
entrepreneur. In 1899 W. E. B. Du Bois spoke about Augustin’s
seminal role in making Black catering the center of the
Philadelphia culinary scene:

It was the Augustin establishment that made
Philadelphia catering famous all over the country. The

best families of the city, and the most distinguished
foreign guests, were served by this caterer.*®

Pennell’s recognition of Augustin’s contributions is tempered
by a casually racist outlook evident in statements such as
“Augustine [sic] was a colored man, with the genius of his race
for cookery.”® While Pennell was racist, she also praised Black
cooking and had multiple Creole cookbooks in her collection.*
Despite her racism, Pennell felt Augustin’s genius was
undeniable and wanted “his name [to] go down in history with
those of Vatel and Caréme and Gouffé: an artist if there was
one!” While Augustin was well remembered in the decades
after his death, his many contributions to American culinary
and cultural history remain worthy of further study.*

Whistler was just as particular about the food that he served
as the visual experience of dining. Many of Whistler’s meals
began with consommé a la royale, translated by Beeton in her



James McNeill Whistler (1834-1903), The Kitchen, 1858. Courtesy Freer Gallery of Art
and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery. Gift of Charles Lang Freer.

bilingual menus as “clear soup™ and described as clarified
stock.* On these occasions, guests would have peered through
their first course to admire Whistler’s impressive collection of
Chinese porcelain. Often the food itself was colored for effect,
as was the case for his “Purée de Volaille Magenta” or “Lamb
cutletts [sic] (gold sauce),”™® “Cotelettes de Mouton, purée
d’Or” or “Harengs—Sauce Rouge.”® Variations on all of these
dishes appear multiple times in his correspondence. Menu
items like these can’t help but color our understanding of
Pennell’s observation, “If he gave a dinner he studied the menu
as carefully as he studied his palette when he painted a
picture.” Against a backdrop of crisp white linen and blue and
white china, Whistler crafted menus with dishes that acted as
harmonic variations of color.

In contrast to the staid, formal, and bland dinners for which

Victorians are known, Whistler brought a sense of
playfulness and individuality to his meals. Where
Victorians favored formality, Whistler splashed in
the bath. Where Victorians prized uniformity,
Whistler created menus that included dramatic
contrasts, as in his combination of housekeeper’s
soup and lobster. While most Victorians would
have served a bland roast chicken and mashed
potatoes, Whistler’s palette included chicken
dishes enlivened with magenta and gold sauces.
Whistler inverted Victorian values. Against a back
drop of elegant refinement, Whistler’s entertaining
style was personal and playful, serving comfort
food alongside luxury delicacies. Pennell was
smitten with Whistler and the casual style of dining
and colorful food described in The Feast of
Autolycus could well have been scribbled down at
one of Whistler’s lively soirées or breakfasts.

While her approach to the food and her
aesthetics of dining were strongly influenced by
Whistler, her style of writing was inspired by her
own collection of cookery books. While Elizabeth
Robins Pennell remains little known in material
culture studies, she has been deservedly
championed as reimagining the Victorian novel
from a feminist perspective. Literary historian
Talia Schaffer has led the charge exploring how
Pennell deployed the language of aestheticism to
reclassify women’s work as art. Pennell self-
consciously repositioned dining as an art form at
which women could excel. Describing the earliest
recipe books in her collection she specifically
selects traditional examples of women’s work,

The old manuscript collection of recipes

has that touch of romance we feel in a bit

of half-worn embroidery or faded
sampler.®®

In “Camping in the Kitchen: Locating Culinary
Authority in Elizabeth Robins Pennell’s Delights of
Delicate Eating,” literary historian Jamie Horrocks
examines how Pennell exaggerates the Aesthetic
voice to forcing the reader to reconsider the
Aesthetic movement’s latent misogyny and reconfigure
women’s labor as art.* Both Schaffer and Horrocks insightfully
saw what might be mistaken for a simple cookbook and argued
for its literary merit. Using implied women’s work as the
foundation, Pennell employed Aesthetic tropes to build up a
description of dining as a fine art. What Schaffner and
Horrocks did not dwell on was Pennell’s genuine love of food
and her efforts to describe a new cuisine.

Elizabeth Robins Pennell defied Victorian dining
conventions. She believed that food was worthy of
contemplation and sensuous enjoyment—even by women! In
My Cookery Books, she forthrightly describes her perspective
on dining, as contrasted with conservative Victorian mores:

It is still considered demoralizing, or, at least, “bad form”



to think much about food and drink. But this is a
mistake. It was when men and women began to think
about eating that they developed it into the Fine Art it
ought to be. Sounds might have remained mere noise but
for the musician, colors mere discord but for the painter;
eating would never have been more than a gross
necessity but for the gourmet.>

Here she alludes to the Aesthetic notion of elevating the
“minor arts” to the status of the fine arts, and of the power of
transference between art forms. Pennell believed that dining
should have a place among the revered art forms.

Victorian cuisine was notoriously heavy and fussy. In
contrast, the meals described by Pennell feel casual, fresh, and
multicultural; that is to say, distinctly modern. She replaces the
Victorian “salad cream” with a mustard vinaigrette on
dandelion greens or chervil with a touch of onion in a bowl
rubbed with garlic.®®* She recommends peeled whole tomatoes
served on “silver or delicate porcelain” with whipped cream
and pistachios.”* She raves about gazpacho and simple
pleasures like mushrooms sautéed in butter on toast. For
breakfast she recommends an omelet with asparagus tips or an
Indian pilaf with curry!® Perhaps my favorite, she praises
oysters with “a sprinkling of salt, a touch of Cayenne [and] a
dash of lemon juice” which she suggests serving at midnight
with a Chablis. This is a woman who loves food.

Pennell takes on the prevailing Victorian norms in her first
chapter, writing,

To-day women, as a rule, think all too little of the joys of

eating...They refuse to recognize that there is no less art
in eating well than in painting well or writing well.*

Pennell reveled in the “joys of eating” and “The Virtue of
Gluttony.” She disdained traditional British food” and found
Victorian cooking rigid and lacking in imagination.*®* Much like
the anthropologist Garrick Mallery, who wrote in 1880 that
“Brutes feed...Only the cultured man can dine,” Pennell saw
dining as an expression of culture:

The coming of the salad in England marks the passing of

the Englishman from barbarous depth to civilized

heights. Has he not exchanged his old-love Frith for
Whistler.”

Pennell specifically equated high culture with the Aesthetic
movement, as shown by the artists she references.
Pennell believed that food could revolutionize society; that
when food is given its due...pretense will be wiped away,

conversational shams abolished, and the social
millennium will have come.®

Picturing a husband and wife enjoying a meal together, Pennell
argues for food creation and appreciation as a way towards
equality between men and women.” Pennell felt that food, as
art, could be a force for social change. In Pennell’s writing
about food as fine art, she made it clear that to create a great
meal was to create a work of art:

All his life a Velasquez devoted to his pictures, a

Shakespeare to his plays, a Wagner to his operas: why

should not the woman of genius spend hers in designing
exquisite dinners, inventing original breakfasts, and be

respected for the nobility of her self-appointed task? For
in the planning of the perfect meal there is art; and, after
all, is not art the one real, the one important thing in
life?*

Not only did she exalt cooking as a form of artistry, but she also
encouraged women to be artists and agents for social change
through this art form.

As her subtitle, The Diary of a Greedy Woman, suggests,
Pennell’s essays vividly depict her personal experience of the
sensual delights of cooking and eating. Both Whistler’s and
Pennell’s menus reflected their own personal histories. They
valued conviviality over formality, choosing to entertain at
midday on Sunday. They saw the food they served as just one
element of the dining experience, just as that dining experience
was but one element of the Aesthetic lifestyle. What we get a
taste of in Whistler’s menus, we see exalted in Pennell’s essays.
For Pennell, dining was a performance art that was essential to
everyone’s lived experience and took advantage of all the
senses.

The elevation of food to an art form can feel like a recent
phenomenon, but over a century ago Elizabeth Robins Pennell
presciently framed dining as fine art. By elevating traditionally
women’s work to an art form, Pennell intended to give women
an artistic outlet. She saw dining as on par with music or
painting, and advocated the radical idea that women were
artists. Rather than using the systematic approach to recipes
that was increasingly prevalent in the late nineteenth century,
in The Feast of Autolycus: Diary of a Greedy Woman Pennell
used a narrative approach thereby leaving room for
imagination and inviting the reader to participate in the
creative act. Pennell’s Diary of a Greedy Woman is a manifesto
that aims to bring equality of the sexes through something she
believed everyone could enjoy—food.
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Dining room of the Glessner House, with inlaid 16™-century Iznik tiles surrounding the fireplace. Photo by James Caulfield. Courtesy Glessner House.
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Mr. & Mrs. John J. Glessner

Request the Pleasure...
DINING WITH THE GLESSNERS IN GILDED AGE CHICAGO

William Tyre

Shortly after the death of Frances Glessner in October 1932,
John J. Glessner wrote a loving tribute to his wife of 61 years in
which he noted, in part:
She was a home-maker, a home-preserver—that was her
first ambition, that was her most desired and profound
success. But the home was not to be confined within its

own four walls. It was to bring other friends within its
sweet influence.'

The story of Glessner house, located in Chicago’s Prairie
Avenue Historic District, is usually told in terms of its
progressive and influential architecture. The National Historic
Landmark is widely regarded as the urban residential
masterpiece of architect Henry Hobson Richardson.? To truly
understand the house and the brilliance of its design, however,
one must look past the heavy rusticated granite walls to explore
the dinner parties, suppers, and other functions for which it
was built and how successfully they were executed, due to the
hospitable nature and efficient management of its mistress.

John Glessner and Frances Macbeth were born into modest
circumstances in central Ohio in the 1840s, as evidenced by the
couple meeting when he rented a room at the Macbeth family
boarding house in Springfield. In 1870, after Glessner was
made a vice president in the farm machinery firm in which he
had worked for seven years, the couple married and moved to
Chicago, where he was put in charge of the sales office.? The
Great Chicago Fire of October 1871 spared both Glessner’s
business and his home (where their first child, George, had
been born just six days earlier). The business thrived as the city
experienced meteoric growth, and the Glessners were
welcomed into Chicago’s social circles. In 1875, they moved out
of their first rented home and purchased a larger home on
Washington Street in the fashionable near west side, the stately
Ttalianate brick house centered on a lot occupying half a city
block. Within a decade, business and industry began to change
the character of that neighborhood, resulting in the Glessners
purchasing a large corner lot at Prairie Avenue and 18" Street,
upon which the Richardson-designed house was completed in
time to move in on December 1, 1887.

Prairie Avenue was Chicago’s most exclusive residential
street, with the city’s three wealthiest citizens numbered
among the Glessners’ neighbors—department store magnate
Marshall Field, meat packer Philip D. Armour, and George M.
Pullman, maker of the luxurious Pullman Palace Cars. Nearly
ninety mansions lined the street between 16™ and 22™ streets,
with the then-popular Second Empire style and its ubiquitous
mansard roof dominating the streetscape, one article referring

Top to bottom: Glessner house, 1800 S. Prairie Avenue, c. 1888; Prairie
Avenue showing the home of Marshall Field at center, c. 1888.
Photographs by George Glessner. Courtesy Glessner House.

to Prairie Avenue as “almost monotonously stiff in architecture
and style.” Into this environment came the radically different
Glessner house which received mixed reviews from neighbors,
many of whom agreed it looked more like a fortress than a
house. Opinions ranged from the negative, as expressed by
George Pullman,“I don’t know what I have ever done to have
that thing staring me in the face every time I go out of my door”
to the positive response of Marshall Field “That house is
coming out all right. I have kept still and now can have the
laugh on them.”
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Dining room of the Glessner House, as published in The Story of a House, 1923, by John J. Glessner. Courtesy Library of Congress.

In spite of its 17,000 square feet of floor space (more than
half of which was given over to use by the live-in staff of eight),
the warm and inviting feel of the house would have been sensed
immediately by guests entering through the front door.
Frances Glessner, in her first meeting with Richardson at her
Washington Street house, noted that “We assured him that we
wanted to keep the cosy effect of this one in our new one.”™
Richardson achieved that effect through the extensive use of
warm golden oak paneling, an asymmetrical arrangement of
rooms and doorways that eliminated long vistas, and lower
than normal ceiling heights, creating rooms with a human scale
to them. Frances Glessner reinforced the feel with an extensive
use of rugs, textiles, and wallpapers by Morris & Co., a mix of
decorative objects that displayed good taste rather than
ostentation, and comfortable furniture, much of it created by A.
H. Davenport & Co. and its chief designer, Francis H. Bacon.

A series of dinner parties, musicales, and other
entertainments commenced as soon as the family had moved

14

in. The Glessners quickly discovered that Richardson had done
a masterful job in designing a house that served its varied
functions perfectly. As a general rule, they preferred smaller
dinners and gatherings, demonstrated by the dining table
designed for the house by architect Charles A. Coolidge,” which
could accommodate four to eighteen persons, and the adjacent
parlor which comfortably sat a comparable number.® This
fondness for smaller gatherings was noted after the Glessners
attended an elaborate dinner party hosted by the queen of
Chicago society, Bertha Honore Palmer, set in the huge
southwest picture gallery of her “castle” on Lake Shore Drive.
Upon returning home after an evening marked by servants in
full livery and silk stockings, huge gilt candelabra, and gold
dishes, Frances Glessner wrote:

The whole thing was costly and ostentatious...We made

up our minds that we like better small un-pretentious

dinners where people are brought together for the

pleasure of meeting each other—and not to fill a table or
room which seats a certain number of people.’



When the Glessners did host larger entertainments, however,
the house expanded, almost like magic, to accommodate
however many guests had been invited, Frances Glessner
noting, “For all its granite, this home is wonderfully elastic. You
can squeeze as many as you want into it.”* John Glessner later
reflected back on those occasional larger events:

The house responds: it seems available for almost any

social function. Large companies have been entertained

in it comfortably and easily; there are two or more

entrances or exits to every principal room, so that it is

easy to move about, and passages are so planned that

servants rarely are in evidence. Music and dramatic

readings have been given to hundreds of persons, and

receptions to more than four hundred at one time,

without any feeling of crush, confusion or heat.

Elaborate course dinners have been served in its rooms

to more than one hundred guests at a time, the cooking

all done in our own kitchen and by our own cook. Twice

the full Chicago Orchestra has dined there, and once the

Commercial Club.”

Frances Glessner kept meticulous records of her dinner
parties, noting who was in attendance, the seating
arrangements, and the menu. Many of those listed are of no
surprise—business associates, Prairie Avenue neighbors,
university presidents, and friends the Glessners gathered
through their cultural and philanthropic activities. A closer
examination of the guest lists, however, reveals something
unexpected—a significant number of musicians, artists,
craftsmen, architects, and authors—which speak to the
Glessners’ specific interests and their desire to bring people
together for the simple pleasure of meeting each other and
engaging in enlightened conversation.

Two of the Glessners’ closest friends, Theodore Thomas and
Frederick Stock, the first two music directors of the Chicago
Orchestra (now the Chicago Symphony Orchestra), regularly
brought as dinner guests the leading musicians in the world
who were in Chicago to perform with the symphony — Ignacy
Paderewski, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Maud Powell, the Flonzaley
Quartet, Percy Grainger, and Sergei Prokofiev to name but a
few. Landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted and author F.
Hopkinson Smith were frequent guests, as were Maud Howe
Elliott, her artist husband John Elliott, and the artists Albert
and Adele Herter. Architect Hermann V. von Holst (who took
over Frank Lloyd Wright’s practice when Wright ran off to
Europe with his mistress in 1909) and harpist Enrico Tramonti
and his wife, were part of an intimate circle regularly invited
for holidays including Thanksgiving and Christmas.

The inclusion of these men and women at dinner spoke as
much to the Glessners’ individuality as did the design and
furnishing of their home and their shared library with its huge
partners desk. Whereas many of these individuals may have
been hired by the Glessners’ Prairie Avenue neighbors as the
paid entertainment for the evening, they would rarely, if ever,
have been invited to sit at their dining tables.”

Frances Glessner had a natural ability to assemble the right
mix of people and to also identify individuals, such as
unmarried professors and widowers, who might otherwise find
themselves excluded from formal dining parties. Her husband

wrote:

When the University of Chicago was started and the staff
drawn from all over the world with their families, all
cultivated people but strangers to each other...she made
life more bearable by social attentions. These and the
World’s Fair gentlefolks found ever a cordial welcome at
our doors, and every Sunday afternoon, and many a
weekday evening, found a roomful of gentlefolks and a
table full of appreciative guests.”

When Richardson designed the house, he considered the
prominent role the dining room would play in entertaining
guests and made it the largest room in the home. Measuring
eighteen by twenty-seven feet, the room contains almost 500
square feet of space, including a five-sided bay window facing
south into the private courtyard, hung with deep wine-colored
velvet drapes. The décor is simple and elegant—quarter sawn
oak paneling extending up to a plate rail, with a frieze of
Japanese leather above. As is the case throughout the house,
there is no chandelier; rather the room is illuminated by five
five-arm brass wall sconces. To provide soft lighting for the
dinner table, and to supplement that provided by shaded
candles, the plaster panels of the beamed ceiling are covered
with 23-karat gold leaf, providing a reflective surface for the
light coming from the sconces.* This was a feature the
Glessners noticed in Richardson’s own library and specifically
requested for this room.

The north wall of the room is centered by a wood-burning
fireplace faced with extraordinary 16™-century Iznik tiles
acquired through the decorator Lockwood de Forest. The
Glessners enjoyed collecting artistic tiles for the house as it was
being built, but these are the only ones that were installed in a
public space, the others being used in bedrooms. The lack of a
mantel shelf and the unadorned wall above the fireplace only
add to the prominent role afforded to the Glessners’ treasured
tiles.”

The furniture for the room was made by A. H. Davenport &
Co., the firm contracted to make all the new furniture for the
house, and included the large dining table which measured six
feet in diameter when closed; it could be expanded lengthwise
to seat eighteen people. The table sat atop heavy square legs
with carved acanthus leaf decoration.” The two armchairs and
sixteen side chairs were designed by architect Charles A.
Coolidge and are based on similar chairs H. H. Richardson
designed for other commissions. They are notable for their
gently curving lines and tapered spindles, flattened and
contoured on all four sides, that echo the emerging Art
Nouveau. A massive sideboard on the west wall featured
stunning carved panels and held some of the Glessners’
choicest objects, including two pieces of English creamware
dating to the turn of the nineteenth-century and a patinated
copper Turkish coffeepot produced by the Gorham
Manufacturing Company in the early 1880s. Other furniture
pieces included a drop-leaf breakfast table and a tall
embroidered oak screen, which concealed the doorway leading
to a hallway to the kitchen, utilized by the staff to bring food in
and out of the room.

Two items of special significance were housed in the dining
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room. The first was a large silver niello rice bowl with stand
and ladle which the Glessners used as a punch bowl. It was
displayed atop the breakfast table (where it remains today) and
had been purchased from the government of Siam at the close
of the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893.” Sir Caspar
Purdon Clarke, director of the South Kensington Museum (now
the Victoria and Albert Museum) noted during a visit to the
house that the bowl “was a museum piece so fine that our Art
Institute should keep an eye on it and never let it get away.”*
The second item, also acquired at the close of the Fair, was

a silver gilt tea and coffee service made by Henry Chawner and
John King between 1792 and 1795 for the Prince of Wales (later
King George IV). The strikingly modern design would have
appealed to the Glessners’ aesthetic and foreshadowed the
work of such innovative designers as Christopher Dresser and
Charles Robert Ashbee. The set was stored along with the
Glessners’ other silver pieces in the butler’s locking silver closet
at the northwest corner of the room. A letter acquired with the
service from John Wells, a dealer from London, England,
confirmed:
The silver gilt service was made for King George IV in
1792-5, when he was Prince of Wales; and about the year
1825, when he was King of England, he gave it as a
marriage gift to the Marchioness of Conyngham, and it
afterwards descended to the late Lord Charlemont, who
resided near Dublin; and at his death about two years
ago his plate was sold in Dublin, and I purchased the
service and many other things.”

Frances Glessner would have given as much consideration
to the arrangement and furnishing of the kitchen wing as she
had to the dining room it supported. In the years leading up to
her marriage, she was responsible for the running of her
mother’s boarding house, making her aware of the hard work
that went into the preparation of meals and the need for
properly equipped spaces for that work to be done. Years later,
her husband noted:

As she grew up, her elder sisters being engaged
elsewhere and her mother physically unable to take
charge of her house, the entire chore of it fell to Frances
when she was about seventeen years old, and she had it
always afterwards. This necessitated her rising very early
in the mornings, going to market to buy the household
supplies, engaging the household help, looking after
expenditures, or rather the saving of money, and taking
entire charge.*

She would have also been no stranger to cooking. Although
there would have been no need for her to prepare meals in
Chicago, she did occasionally cook at her White Mountain

L to R: Butler’s pantry. Photo by Robert Shimer, Hedrich Blessing; detail of carving on sideboard by A. H. Davenport & Co., 1936. Photo by Kaufmann
& Fabry; Siamese rice bowl acquired at the World’s Columbian Exposition, 1893. Courtesy Glessner House.
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summer estate, The Rocks, in Littleton, New Hampshire. Each
year in late summer, the servants would be given a full day off
for their annual picnic, and Frances Glessner and her daughter
would take charge of preparing the meals:

The servants all went off for their annual picnic at the

Flume...Fanny and I got dinner, washed the dishes and

got supper. We fried chicken, cooked corn, potatoes and

beans, made coffee and Charlotte russe, and had cake

and fruit and champagne. For supper we had scalloped

tomatoes, baked apples, beans, farina etc. The servants

had a delightful day—and we all enjoyed our part of it.*

The kitchen wing in the Glessners’ home comprises five
rooms—kitchen, butler’s pantry, dry pantry, cold closet, and
servants’ dining hall-and is 50% larger than the dining room
itself. Unlike most Prairie Avenue homes, the kitchen is located
on the first floor rather than in the basement, eliminating the
need for a dumbwaiter to transport the food, and is provided
with large windows facing south into the courtyard for light
and ventilation. Planned and constructed in the same decade in
which Robert Koch was conducting his important work on
germ theory, the kitchen wing would have been considered
hygienic with glazed brick on the walls, encaustic tiles on the
floors, and a glazed finish on the ceilings, all of which could
easily be cleaned.

Frances Glessner introduced another modern innovation
into the kitchen in 1892**—a gas-burning stove to replace the
original which burned wood—-but this created a problem. She
soon discovered that the pool of available cooks lacked any that
knew how to operate a gas stove. As she noted in her journal,

I dismissed my seventh cook last week...Mattie

Williamson is going to try my cooking. I shall have her
taught.”

The plan worked perfectly and the beloved Mattie remained
with the family for the next twenty years, the Glessners’
daughter later writing that Mattie was “one of the finest people
that ever lived.”

To assist with the preparation of menus, Frances Glessner
maintained a collection of more than 100 cookbooks, which she
carefully arranged on the shelves in the library for easy
reference. Some show little sign of use, reflecting her interest in
book collecting, but her favorites are well worn, and her
manuscript cookbook contains special recipes written in her
own hand, including several credited to Mattie Williamson,
who was especially known for her bread and rolls. A favorite
cookbook appears to have been the 1896 edition of The
Century Cook Book by Mary Ronald, wrapped in a brown
paper dust jacket hand made by Frances Glessner after the
original had apparently worn out beyond repair. A small slip of
paper still marks the page containing recipes and illustrations
for timbales, a frequent item on Glessner menus.

In addition to nearly 500 pages of receipts, the book also
contained useful information on topics ranging from “Etiquette
of Dinners” and “Laying the Table” to “How to Utilize what
Some Cooks Throw Away” and “To Train a Green Cook.”
Frances Glessner would have had little need to consult the
information on etiquette by the time she acquired the

cookbook, as her knowledge of the subject was well known. An
article regarding the custom of “at home” days lists the home of
Frances Glessner as one of three in Chicago in which the
custom was “observed with the utmost elegance and perfection
of style.” The same newspaper invited the Glessners to write
an article on etiquette which focused on three subjects, “the
acknowledgement of invitations, the use of visiting cards, and
formal calls.”

Dinner parties held in the Glessners’ home are well
documented. In addition to details provided in Frances
Glessner’s journals (52 volumes covering the years 1879 to
1917), she also maintained a series of “Dinner Books” where
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“Bill of Fare” for Christmas Dinner, 1895. Courtesy Glessner House.

she meticulously recorded the date of each dinner party along
with a list of those who were invited, noting who accepted and
who declined. The guest list would have been carefully
considered, including the seating arrangements and, most
importantly, who would be seated to either side of the host and
hostess. Useful and somewhat humorous information on the
importance of the guest list can be found in another book in the
Glessner library, The Little Dinner:
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One cardinal principle should govern the giver of small
dinners: she should ask only such guests as will be, in the
highest sense of the word, worth while. Life is too short
for busy people to waste any portion of it in cultivating
uncongenial acquaintances. Uninteresting people
doubtless have their uses in the great economy of nature,
but their place of service is not at the dinner-table.”

A valuable record of the food consumed at Frances
Glessner’s dinners is contained in a notebook begun in 1892
labeled “Bills of Fare,” which provides the menus for dinner
parties she considered to be of special note. A typical menu
consisted of eight courses and
usually began with oysters on the
half shell, followed by soup, and
then three courses of fish, poultry,
and meat, each served with
vegetables and potatoes. A salad
was then served before two
courses of dessert. Foods which
would be foreign to most modern
tongues, including sweetbreads
and terrapin, show up with
regularity. Quail and partridge are
served nearly as often as chicken,
mutton is far more common than
lamb, and pork is noticeably
absent other than cold ham
occasionally being used in a salad.
The popularity of molded foods is
evident, with items ranging from
molds of fish to timbales, and
jellies (gelatin dishes) to ice cream
in a plethora of shapes, including books, candles, pumpkins,
and four-leaf clovers.

Frances Glessner would also occasionally make notes after a
dinner party, as a reminder of things to improve upon in the
future. Notes for a dinner for Harvard professor George
Herbert Palmer and his wife Alice Freeman Palmer, then
serving as Dean of Women at the University of Chicago,
included:

Men were restaurant men, not good waiters...Dishes
were removed too quickly before people were all

finished...Silver was not sufficient, forks were washed
between courses, plates also.*®

In addition to recording the fact that men outside of the
live-in staff were sometimes hired to serve at table, the issue of
timing and its management is worthy of note. According to
advice contained in Frances Glessner’s trusted The Century
Cook Book:

Two hours is the extreme limit of time that should be
given to a dinner; one hour and a quarter, or a half, is
preferable. Eight courses served quickly, but without
seeming haste, take as much time as most people can sit
at the table without fatigue. Last impressions are as
enduring as first ones, so it is important not to surfeit, for
when fatigue enters into so-called pleasure, failure
begins.®
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Detail of the Glessners’ monogrammed china, c. 1886. Courtesy
Glessner House.

The issue of insufficient silver was addressed three years
later when the Glessners’ daughter married Blewett Lee, later
general counsel for the Illinois Central Railroad. Among the
gifts the Glessners presented to the newlyweds was a sterling
silver flatware service for eighteen, in the same severely plain
“Antique” pattern the Glessners used, produced by Gorham,
and acquired through the high-end Chicago retailer Spaulding
& Co. By combining the daughter’s service with their own, they
now had service for up to 36 when needed, with thirteen pieces
per place setting including four spoons, four forks, and five
knives. The need to wash forks between courses had been
efficiently eliminated.

The wunadorned flatware
complimented the equally simple
design of the Glessners’ china,
manufactured by Spode for
Copeland’s China and retailed by
A. B. Daniell & Sons in London
which exported it directly to
Marshall Field & Co. in Chicago.
Commissioned at the same time
the house was under construction,
the design consisted of a thin
scalloped gold rim on a plain
white body, the only decoration
being the monogram “JGF” at the
top, in a stylized spiral design that
mimicked the wrought iron grille
over the window of the front door.
Additional pieces, used for special
occasions, included small plates
by Wedgwood, soup bowls by Minton, and chargers by Royal
Worcester with a richly detailed border, all designed in gold
and red to coordinate with the main china and the red velvet
drapes.

One of the first dinners detailed in Frances Glessner’s “Bills
of Fare” book was given on March 1, 1892. She had recently
purchased and read The Life of Benvenuto Cellini, John
Addington Symonds’ two-volume English translation of
Cellini’s autobiography, and was inspired to recreate an artistic
dinner described therein. Planning for the dinner was more
complex than usual, requiring a special table and décor. She
even commissioned a period costume in which she was later
photographed in her conservatory, posing with a
chrysanthemum that had just been named in her honor. She
noted the following in her journal:

We had a table nineteen feet long and three feet wide.

The gentlemen sat on one side and ladies on the other.

Candelabra were at each end with red candles and red

shades. No one sat at the ends. John sat on end of the

gentlemen side and I at the opposite end of the ladies’
side. We had a background behind the ladies of red velvet
which was put up by Field’s upholstery man. The flowers

were all red and white roses—all low, so that the talk was
across the table and in groups of four.*

A disaster was averted when the Glessners’ 13-year-old
daughter Fanny was called into service after it was learned one
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L to R: Frances Glessner in her conservatory, wearing the dress made for her Cellini-inspired dinner c. 1896; pianist Ignacy Jan Paderewski sent
Frances Glessner a signed portrait of Edward Burne-Jones in May 1893, with thanks for her hospitality during his visit to Chicago.

of the invited ladies would be unable to attend. Four men were
hired to serve the meal, which was cooked by Fanny Biggs, a
former cook filling in while Mattie Williamson was receiving
her training as the new cook.

The menu included oysters; anchovy croutes Parisienne; a
choice of clear soup Royale or a puree of cauliflower with
croutons; cutlets of salmon with hollandaise sauce, served with
cooked cucumbers and potatoes; boudins of chicken and
macaroni with tomato sauce; saddle of mutton with cherry
sauce, served with potato croquettes and spinach; mushrooms
au gratin; and fromage a la Cowper with pastry crackers.
Dessert featured whole pineapples, ice cream in calla lilies (a
favorite) and cake. Spirits included sherry, champagne, claret,
and a variety of liqueurs.

A highly anticipated dinner took place on April 10, 1893
when the renowned Polish pianist, Ignacy Jan Paderewski,
made the first of several visits to the Glessners’ home, arranged
by Theodore Thomas, music director of the Chicago Orchestra.
Guests arrived at 7 p.m. and Paderewski, accompanied by his
secretary, Mr. Gerlitz, arrived at a quarter of eight. Among
those attending the dinner was the well-known American
pianist, Fanny Bloomfield-Zeisler, and her husband, attorney
Sigmund Zeisler, who had achieved notoriety a few years
earlier when he defended the eight “anarchists” put on trial
following the Haymarket Riot. As the guests were preparing to
enter the dining room, Gerlitz took Frances Glessner to the side
and said, “Mrs. Glessner, I cannot sit the evening through by
that odious man—to me he is intolerable!”* (meaning Zeisler).

The Glessners’ daughter Fanny saved the day yet again when
the seats were quickly rearranged, and Fanny was placed next
to Sigmund Zeisler. Although she was only 15, she was mature
beyond her years, and her parents knew she would handle the
situation flawlessly.

Paderewski “praised, ate, and enjoyed”* the dinner, which
included typical fare (for the Glessners), except for caviar
replacing oysters on the half shell for the first course. Theodore
Thomas didn’t arrive until 11 p.m., after conducting the Apollo
Club concert, at which time he was slipped into the dining
room where he was received with a hot supper of roast beef,
asparagus salad, rye bread, and champagne with Paderewski
and Frances Glessner as his only companions. The men then
smoked cigars and the evening concluded around 12:30 a.m.

The Glessners had been devoted supporters of the
Orchestra since its founding in 1891. Frances Glessner
attended nearly every concert and rehearsal and often invited
the musicians to her home. In time, her passion for the
orchestra,

was so agreeable to the Orchestra and its leaders that
frequently they slipped into our house unannounced and

gave a choice concert for ourselves only, or if it was an
anniversary evening, for us and our guests.®

The entire orchestra was entertained in the Glessners’ home
at several suppers and two dinners, the last in January 1913,
when 105 musicians and guests were served a sit-down dinner,
with tables set in the dining room, parlor, hall, and library. The
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Miniature orchestra model created by Frances Glessner Lee, and displayed during a dinner hosting the Chicago Orchestra, January 1913. Courtesy

Glessner House.

occasion was the presentation of a detailed model of the
orchestra, built on the scale of one inch to one foot, which
featured all ninety musicians, plus their instruments and music
stands, and miniature music written out by the music director,
Frederick Stock. It had been planned and executed by the
Glessners’ daughter, Frances Glessner Lee, and presented to
her mother as a birthday gift on New Year’s Day. Lee had spent
considerable time at orchestra rehearsals noting the hair color,
facial hair, and general body type of each musician to make the
model as accurate as possible. The journal entry for the event
noted:

The men were much interested in the little orchestra and

seeing themselves as others see them and went back

again and again to the room over the parlor where it was,

and Frances Lee was fully satisfied with their
appreciation.®

Frances Glessner specifically noted that the entire dinner
was prepared by the cook and the cost of the evening was
around $900 (the equivalent of $23,500 in 2020). Based on
records of the earlier 1903 orchestra dinner, the cost would
have included all of the extra staff, with more than a dozen
waiters, a headwaiter, two women to help in the kitchen, two
more to wash dishes, and one man whose sole task was to
unmold and serve all the ice cream.

The 1913 dinner was “simple” and consisted of just four
courses: chicken soup with whipped cream and crescent rolls;
casseroles of guineas with hominy and wax beans; vegetable
salad with cheese balls, hot sausages, crackers and rye rolls;
and ice cream in the form of fruits with cakes of various types,
hot house grapes, and candy. In addition to large quantities of
wine, champagne, and hundreds of cigars, the evening required
50 pounds of soup meat, 35 pounds of Deerfoot sausage, 24
guineas, 24 heads of lettuce, 36 packages of cream cheese, 20
quarts of wax beans, and 21 pounds of grapes.

Following an amusing program provided by members of the
orchestra, the evening closed with a toast by John Glessner,
who noted in part:

You artists of this organization have no warmer friends

and admirers, no more sympathetic and truly loyal
friends, no friends who appreciate your art more or
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Frances and John Glessner in the library, circa 1915. Courtesy Glessner
House.

rejoice so much in your success. Of all the activities of the
city, this organization has the leading place in our
esteem, and outside of home we have more enjoyment in
the work of what truly is our Chicago Symphony
Orchestra than in all besides. We have had good times in
this house, and much pleasure in entertaining you, but
do what we may, always you do more and leave us in your
debt.®

The toast would have been especially poignant for John
Glessner, who turned 70 years old later that month. On that
occasion, he looked back on his life and his twenty-five years of
entertaining in his beloved Prairie Avenue home beside his
equally beloved wife. The countless dinner parties, both large
and small, were an essential element of the warm hospitality
that gentlefolk and world-famous musicians alike enjoyed
within the confines of the granite fortress. The Glessners truly
felt they were receiving just as much pleasure, if not more, in
sharing their home with their guests.

Prairie Avenue was slipping into decline by that time, and
over the next two decades, many of the Glessners friends died



or moved to other parts of the city. Dinners continued to take
place on a smaller scale and with less frequency until Frances
Glessner’s health declined to the point where all social
activities were given up. After her death in 1932 and that of her
husband in 1936, the house was gifted to the Armour Institute
which eventually sold it to the Lithographic Technical
Foundation for use as its research facility. Threatened with
demolition in the mid-1960s, the house was rescued and since
that time has been extensively restored, with Glessner
descendants returning most of the original furnishings, and
huge quantities of archival materials that have allowed for a
detailed and accurate assessment of the Glessners and their
home. Today, visitors entering the house can sense the same
feeling of warmth and hospitality that guests arriving for
dinner would have felt more than a century ago.
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William Tyre is a native of Chicago and has served as Executive Director
and Curator of Glessner House since October 2007. He received his M.A.
in Historic Preservation from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,
where he wrote his thesis, After the Ball is Over: The Decline and Rebirth
of Chicago’s Historic Prairie Avenue Neighborhood. In 2008, the thesis was
reworked and published by Arcadia Publishing as Chicago’s Historic
Prairie Avenue. Other publications include Fifty Moments: Highlights from
the First Fifty Years of Glessner House Museum, 1966-2016 and Frances
Glessner Lee and the Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death, both
published by Glessner HouseHe serves on the board of Friends of Historic
Second Church, which oversees the restoration and interpretation of
Second Presbyterian Church, Chicago’s only individually listed National
Historic Landmark church. He resides in a restored manager’s house in
the Town of Pullman, designated a National Monument in 2013.

Notes

1. John J. Glessner, Mrs. John J. Glessner, January 1, 1848-October 19,
1932, An Appreciation, A Little History, A Tribute. 1932. Privately
printed.

2.In 1923, John J. Glessner wrote The Story of a House, an intimate
history of the house at 1800 South Prairie Avenue, prepared for his
two children, George, and Frances. In Glessner’s story, he wrote,
“From what he (Richardson) told me and what his young men said
afterwards, | am convinced that this house of ours is the one of all
that he built that he would have liked most to live in himself.”

3. John Glessner was hired as a bookkeeper by Warder & Child in 1863.
It was reorganized through the years, becoming Warder, Bushnell
and Glessner in 1879. In 1902, the firm merged with four others to
form International Harvester which was capitalized at $120,000,000.
John Glessner was appointed a vice president and chairman of the
executive committee.

4. “New Things in Town, A Queer House Out on the Avenue: Reaper
Man Glessner’s Dutch House in the Aristocratic Precincts of Prairie,”
from an unidentified Chicago newspaper, c. 1887, pasted into a
Glessner scrapbook.

5. Journal of Frances Glessner, May-September 1887.

. Journal of Frances Glessner, May 15, 1885.

7. Richardson died in April 1886, just a few weeks after finishing the
design of the Glessners’ house, at which time the firm was
reorganized by its three senior architects as Shepley, Rutan &
Coolidge.

[&)]

8. The parlor featured a hand-painted burlap wallcovering, reproduced
in 2011, by the English decorator William Pretyman (see “William
Pretyman, Designer” by John Waters, Nineteenth Century, Volume
32, Number 1, Spring 2012).

9. Journal of Frances Glessner, January 26, 1896.

10. “Famous Glessner Home to Be Scene of Debut Party Today,”

Chicago Tribune, December 22, 1925.

11. The Story of a House

12. Readers who watched the PBS series Downton Abbey on
Masterpiece, will recall the episode in season four when the opera
singer Nellie Melba was invited to give a concert. The bigger
storyline involved the controversy over whether “the singer” should
eat dinner on a tray in her room or be invited to eat with the family.

13. Mrs. John J. Glessner...A Tribute.

14. The ceiling was painted over during the post-Glessner era. New gold
leaf was installed by members of the Society of Gilders during its
Chicago conference in 2015.

15. The Glessners acquired two sets of fireplace tiles for their bedroom
and a guest bedroom, both designed by William De Morgan, who
was greatly influenced by Iznik and Persian tile designs.

16. The dining room table, chairs, and sideboard were left in the house
when it was deeded to the Armour Institute by the Glessner heirs in
1938. Only the two armchairs and two side chairs remain today. A
recent gift will be used to recreate the table and sideboard based on
historic photographs and records in the Davenport archives held by
Historic New England.

17. In 2014, the Deputy Secretary to His Majesty the King of Thailand
visited the house, noting that the decoration on the bowl, including
a tiger and peonies, confirmed it would have originally been made
for use in the palace, before being selected for exhibition at the Fair.

18. The Story of a House.

19. The Story of a House. The note from Wells contains an error-the
Marchioness was the long-time mistress of King George 1V, so the
silver was not received by her as a marriage gift. The Glessner heirs
donated the service to the Art Institute of Chicago, which later sold
it at auction. Its present whereabouts are unknown.

20. Mrs. John J. Glessner...A Tribute.

21. Journal of Frances Glessner, September 19, 1894.

22. Most people in Chicago would not see their first gas stove until the
next year, when they were exhibited and demonstrated in the
Women’s and Horticultural Buildings at the World’s Columbian
Exposition. Susan Strasser, Never Done: A History of American
Housework (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982), page 41.

23. Journal of Frances Glessner, February 21, 1892. Within a period of
just a few months, seven cooks were hired and fired (or quit), but
Frances Glessner maintained her schedule of entertaining, calling
upon former cooks to step in as needed.

24. John Glessner Lee, The Lee News (a privately produced family
newsletter), October 5, 1959, quoting the letter from his mother,
Frances Glessner Lee.

25. “Etiquette of Calls,” Chicago Sunday Herald, undated, probably
autumn 1892, pasted into a Glessner scrapbook.

26. The Chicago Saturday Evening Herald, February 9, 1889.

27. Christine Terhune Herrick, The Little Dinner (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1892), page 7.

28. Frances Glessner, Bills of Fare, January 31, 1895.

29. Mary Ronald, The Century Cook Book (New York, The Century
Company, 1896), page 7.

30. Journal of Frances Glessner, March 4, 1892.

31. Journal of Frances Glessner, April 11, 1893.

32. Journal of Frances Glessner, April 11, 1893.

33. Mrs. John J. Glesser...A Tribute.

34. Journal of Frances Glessner, January 17, 1913.

35. Journal of Frances Glessner, January 17, 1913.
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The Glessner House kitchen, photographed in 1923 by Kaufmann & Fabry Co. The door to the right of the stove leads to the servants hall. To the left is
an exterior door leading to the service courtyard. Partly visible to the left of the stove is a door leading to a storage pantry and a walk-in cold room.
The kitchen’s durable glazed brick walls are visible, although its original encaustic tile floor had been covered over by the time this photograph was
taken. Courtesy Glessner House.
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Eighteen Hours

with Mattie Williamson:
RECREATING A DAY IN THE LIFE OF THE GLESSNERS’ COOK

Justin Miller

One afternoon in August, 1891, Mattie Williamson received an
unusual request: would she please come up to the Big House as
soon as possible? Mattie was spending the summer as she
usually did, in Littleton, New Hampshire, with her brother and