
Transition and Memory; 
London Society from the Lata 

Nineteenth Century ta the 
Nineteen Tbirties 

By 
Roger C. Little 

A Thesis submitted to the Faculty 
of Graduate Studies and Research 

in partial fnlfll1ment of the 
requirements for the degree 

of tJaster of Arts 

Department of Bistory 
tfcGill University 
Montreal, Quebec 

July,1990 

(c) Roger C. Little 
1990 



i 

ABSTRACT 

The attitudes of selected memoir authors are surveyed with 

regard to their commentary on London Society ranging from the late 

Nineteenth century to the Nineteen Thirties. The experience of these 

Society participants is divided between aspects of continuity and 

change before and after the First World War. During this time-frame, 

London Society, as the community of a ruling class culture, May be 

seen to have undergone the transition from having been an 

aristocratie entity dominated by the political and social prestige of 

the landed classes, to that of an expanded body, more reflective of 

democratic evolution and innovation. The memoir testimony treated in 

this inquiry affords a means of reflecting not only Society's passage 

of experience but also more pointedly, its evaluation. shedding llght 

on the values and vulnerability of a hitherto assured, discreet and 

otherwise adaptive class character at a time of accelerated change 

and challenge. 
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RESUME 

Un a étudié l'attitude de quelques auteurs de Mémoire face à 

la société londonienne de la fin du dix-neuvième siècle aux années 

trente. Ces auteurs font état soit de changement, soit de continuité 

dans leur milieu avant et suivant la première guerre mondiale. Durant 

cette période, la société londonienne serait passé d'une société plus 

démocratique et innovatrice. On a pu évaluer à travers des Mémoires. 

non seulement révolution de la société londonienne mais aussi les 

moeurs et la vulnerabllité d'un certain système de classe à une époque 

de changement accéléré. 
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We p05SeSS nothing certaUùy except the past 
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IlITRODUCnON 

There can be few social images as durable as that of the 

English gentleman in the privileged comforts of his London 'Society' 

setting. To one degree or another he has long become the property 

of the world. This is surely a remarkable observation when it is 

considered how versatile a figure the Society participant 1s to define, 

embracing as his modern incarnation can, a banker as well as a 

baronet, and yet remain 50 1mmediately vivid in the public imagination. 

This is not to suggest of course that the gentleman has been the 

dominant agent of change in the agenda of modern Britain's social, 

political and economic processes. It has long been in the accepted 

reading of modern British history to follow the well worn slgn-posts 

that have helped mark the way; the 1832 Reform Bill and its sequels in 

1867 and 1884; the House of Lords Crisis and The Parllament Act of 

1909-1911; the foundation blows of the two world wars; the rise of 

trade unionism; the General Strike of 1926; the steady advent of 

social services legislation and of the Labour Party - ail these have 

in part been seen to enfranchise, b()th sociaily and politically, the 

hitherto nameless and voiceless in British life. It is a progress which 

has, in a phrase, constituted the march of democracy - or the 'march 

of improvement', to use Walther Bagehot's perhaps more typ1cally 

English term. 

It would be impossible to deny that this evolution has been 

instrumental in the creation of contemporary Britain, and yet, amidst 
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the emergence of compelling new characters and emphatic themes. the 

his tor~cal allure of London's 'beau monde'. its aristocratie 

associations and participants continues to endure. The gentleman 

perhaps stands no longer at stage center but the 1.ludience cannot 

resist him. Whether his image takes the form of a dashing Guards 

officer. an Anglican Dean. a red-faced squire with walrus moustache 

and Norfolk jacket, or the silhouette of the Mayfair rake in evening 

clothes - the gentleman has kept bis gloved grip on the imagination. 

His presence, good, bad, or indifferent, throl.lghout generations of 

English public life have ensured his reflection in both the record of 

the nation's annals as well as in the chronicling of her literature. 

In the social landscape of modern Britain, and in particular 

for the period from the last quarter of the nmeteenth century to the 

nineteen thirties, the form and character of London Society occupied 

a visible but ambivalent position. At one 1evel this culture might be 

seen as a key-stone in a c1ass system in which its participants have 

enjoyed a long and s~emingly continuous legacy of leadership and 

privilege. In opposition to proletarian or socialist themes of 

historical conflict and demands for redress. Society convincingly 

appears a fortress of resistance guarded. not by turrets or walled 

borders but, just as securely J by generations of authorative practice 

and tradition. However, the history of this legacy also corresponds, 

as suggested above, to the political and social changes that have 

measurably altered the life and status of other elements in the 

national equation. This same climate of change had equally affected 

London society, its culture and participants. they too have undergone 
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3. l.lnique odyssey. In the mid-nineteenth century the intelli.gible idea 

of the gentleman as soci.:11 au tho rit y . had largely remained that of the 

'landed' gentleman. By the first quarter of t.he next century the 

marriage of the landotmer to property with its procurement in 

econQmic and political power would be effectively reduced in the grip 

of expanded democracy. industrialisation. war and taxation. The 

intervening period witnessed. largely manifest in these skeletal 

outlines .. :1 virtual transformation in the character and context of the 

ruling class culture. The possibillties of a certain mobillty between 

classes. as well as of the absorption of candidates into the top 

echelons of Society had historlcally been a characteristic of 

eighteenth and nineteenth century British life. And yet, by the close 

of this period the very acceleration in social and demographic change 

may be seen as having attained a pace that challenged the social 

order's abillty to easily contain it. This has not been an unfamiliar 

phenomenon. In its most broadly recognised consequences it has helped 

characterise the contemporary world's sense of cheioS and 

displacement. In application to the English ruling class of the late 

nineteenth century, it affords a unique opportunity for analysis. 

This the sis undertakes to examine the ways in which London 

society has been remembered. perceived and observed by those who 

participated in it for the period between the late nineteenth century 

and the Nineteen Thirties. This examination offers specifically two 

interesting avenues of study. Firstly. the extent to which Society's 

composition May be seen to have evolved during this period, May be 

measured in the impressions of those who necessarily personified its 
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processes. Secondly. these impressions reveal both the attitudes and 

'N.tlues in those otherwise intangible qualities of social definition. 

self-regard and leadership that Many of these individuals May have 

perceived in themselves and in relationship to an external world. In 

sl.lrveying the recorded witness and memory of those in Society, by 

appraising those features and characteristics to which the subjects 

themselves attach the most interest. concern. or satisfied refleetion. 

one can better understand how ideas such as tradition. gentillty. and 

class prestige had adapted - insomueh as Society proved able to 

sponsor that adaptation - in an age of transition. The mate rial for 

this the sis consists of a selection of memoirs and reminiscences as 

well as diary entries and letters. 

In recent dt::cades. contemporary scholarship has applied 

considerable attention to studies in labour or working elass lù.story 

but eomparatively little research has been eoncEmtrated on the 

cultural values of an aristocratie or 'upper class' environment. The 

decorative visibillty of this milieu, coupled J-lith its apparently 

monolitlù.c security and solidarity in the face of socially more 

.!monymous elements in the nation's life, have perhaps contributed to 

this scholarly indifference. However. certain works have nonetheless 

become signifieant milestones in an aristocratie and upper middle­

class lù.storiography. F.M.L. Thompson's Enelish Landed Society in the 

19th Century (1963) remains a key work in outlining the economie basis 

of landed wealth. In a complementary interest, David Rubinstein's 

influential article "Wealth. Elites. and Class Structure in Modern 

Britain" (Fast and Present. Vol. 7b. 1977) has evaluated the charaeter. 
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differences and divergences in the upper middle c1ass environment vis 

a vis its absorption into the broader ruling c1ass culture. These 

interests have been further considered in Rubinstein's history tlsm 

of Property: The Very Wealthy in Britain aince the Industrial 

ReyolutiQn (1981). Arthur Marwick's The Deluge: British SQciety and the 

First WQrld War (1965) remains a comprehensive treatment Qf the 

effects of the First World War on the structure, processes and 

psychology of the national life. In this respect other worka 

considering the war and its aftermath include J.H. Winter's "Britain's 

Lost Generation of the First World War" (Journal of l'opulation 

Studies, Nov. 1977) and B.A. Haltes' "The Effects of the First Horld Har 

on Class and Status in England 1910-20" (Journal of CQntemporary 

History Vol. 11, No. 1 January 1976). 

These studies are concerned esaentially with economic and 

demographic realities during periods Qf stress and re-directiQn in 

the lùstory of the upper classes. They are concerned as well with a 

broader interest in class relations. These studies are often 

particularly useful from the statistical view-point affording a 

valuable context in which to measure, with the implements Qf the social 

scientiat, quantifiable themes of research. Historical studies that 

have dealt however. with a more exclusive interest in aspects of 

upper class psychology, values and emotional life. have come to 

include studies such as Brian Masters' Great Hostesses (1982), Angela 

Lambert's Unguiet Souls: The Indian Summer of t.he British AristQcracy 

1880-1918 (1984), and Robert Hohl's The GeneratiQn of 1914 (1980), Paul 

FusseU's Tbe Great War and Modern HemQry (1975), or Mark Girouard's 



c 

, 

6 

The Retv.rn to Camelot: Chiya) ry and the SniU sb Gentlemao (1981). 

Among other useful works that colourfully suggest a sense of period 

are, Keith Middlemas' Tbe Pursuit of Pleasure: Higb Society in the 

19001 (1977); Nicholas Courtney's 'In Society' The Bridelbead Years 

(1966) and Martin Green's the Cbildreo of tbe SyO. 

At the foundation of this representation of significant 

secondary source llterature, is the great raw resource of the memoir 

llterature itself. The presentation of this mate rial will examine and 

appraise images of London Society llfe divided between aspects of 

continuity and normalcy and of change and departure applicable before, 

and then after the water-shed of the Morld Mar of 1914-1918. 
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CHAPT ER ONK 

The characteristic memoir reflection of London Society life in 

the late Victorian-Edwardian period evokes the urban culture of an 

aristocratie and self-conseiously intimate social community, The 

memoir recollection of this period suggests the continuity of a landed 

aristocratie ingredient in London Society's character, aetivities and 

leadership. In either implieit or explicit terms of referenee, the 

concerns of memory evoke a pervasive sense of self-assured 

permanence and legitimacy of position in a charmed setting of familial 

and caste-like intimacy, 

In the appraisal of the most characteristic memoir refleetion, 

allusions to the 18805 and 18905 pro duce a uniform picture of what 

might be termed 'Society on parade', A homogeneous quality of mutual 

recognition emerges, almost exclusively focused on the 'stage' of Hyde 

Park and Rotten Row. In Men. Women and Things (1937) The Duke of 

Portland opens bis chapter on 'Life in London' recal!ing, "1 look back 

with great pleasure to riding in Rotten Row ... as not only was it a 

pleasant form of exercise, but l also found it a most enjoyable way 

of meeting one's friends; for many of those who did not ride sat on 

chairs facing the Row, and came to their friends over the rails. ,,1 In 

Melton Mowbray and Qther Memories (1924) Moreton Frewen, a celebrated 

sportsman and traveller and a brother-in-law of Lady Randolph 

Churchill, appreciatively reealls, "The ladies' mile in June! who that 

saw it will forget its stream of well dressed women and almost 

smarter men? these sauntered between the Aehilles statue and the 

i 
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pretty Garden of Eden. ta and fro, ta and fro. A score of coaches on 

the raUs."Z In Life's Ebb and FlQW (1929) Frances, Countess of Warwick. 

one among the Most familiar figures of the late Victorian period. 

offers her own particularly evocative characterisation of this 

rarefied pageant. Lady Warwick writes that in the 'e1ghties' and 

'nineties' there was for Society only one Park - others might have 

been famUiar; Regent's for its zoo or Battersea when the cycling 

craze was on. St, .James's and Green Park were a useful 'short eut' to 

the House of Lords, but 'the' Park always denoted Hyde Park near the 

Corner. 

If yOI.\ entered by the Albert Memorial or Marble Arch you 
were certain to be m~ for that select spot lying 
between Albert and Grosvenor Gates. Here the smail 
circle of society with a big "S" was sure of meeting ail 
its members on morning ride or drive. or in, the late 
afternoon between tea and dinner in what was 
practically. a daily Society Garden Party. Sometimes 
engaged couples or the partners of illicit assignations 
wandered as far as the Serpentine banks, but there they 
were liable to meet "Bayswater" ... and ail soon shuddered 
back to the inviolate spot. In the late nineties 
"Bayswater" - no other suburb was known - invaded The 
Society Chureh Parade on a Sunday morning, but the 
interlopers had seant welcome. and the llttle Society 
ranks c, osed up only the more exclusively by the Aclùlles 
statue. 

These lata Vietorian memoir referenees refleet and confirm the 

existence of an identifiable 'Society circle' associated with an 

atmosphere of aristocratic privilege and separateness. The 

participants and their setting are remembered as if safely cocooned 

in a charmed embrace of mutual secul"ity, behaving, as Lady Warwick 

reealls. "as if London - our London - was a place of select enjoyment 

for the eircle. as if nothing could change in this best of delightful 
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worlds."4 In further memoir allusions a corresponding sense of the 

intimate and familial relations among Societ.y's participants. again 

suggesting aristocratic ,and landed ,associations. is borne out in 

references to friends and acquaintances. The Duke of Portland 

recalls fashionable equestrians - their mounted appearance evoking 

the image of elegant patricians as ships in full sail - metaphoric,9.11y 

in command of Society as they are in the saddle. Some among the once 

familiar names include; Lord Calthorpe. Lord Lonsdale. Mrs. Walters. Mr. 

Mackenzie-Grieve, Lord Annaly, a subsequent Master of the Pytchley 

Hounds (1902-1914), Colonel John Brocklehurst of 'the Blues' (afterwards 

Lord Ranksborough) as well as Lord Algernon 'Algie' Gordon-Lennox of 

whom the Duke writes; "When he and his daughter Ivy, now my daughter-

in-law, appeared together they made a perfect pair, both as to 

horsemanship and general turn-out."5 These names are linked to the 

memory of admired horsemanship, the exchange of pleasantries and 

social hospitality, as well as to anecdotes of more-or-less humourous 

and charming episodes that invariably reinforce the sense of Society's 

resemblanee to an extended family. 

In a comparable testimony to Society's aristocratie 

homogeneity. the Countess of Warwick recites the names of house 

guests that she and the Earl welcomed to Easton Lodge. Lady Warwick's 

family seat. :in the 18905. These afford a tel.ling indication of 

Society's characterlstic associations in this period. Lady Warwick 

writes: 

Among others ... Henry and Violet Manners. the late Duke 
of Rutland and the present Dowger Duchess. Lord 
Rowten ... Lord and Lady Carmarthen (afterwards the late 
Duke and Duchess of Leeds) ... Lady Dorothy Nevill wrote 

~--~~-~-- ------~ 
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her name often in our visitor's book from 1889 
onwards ... Queen Mary's brothers, Prince Adolphus and 
Prince Francis of Teck, were often at Easton. The 
latter, a constant visitor untU his death, was godfather 
to my YOl.mgest daughter Mercy ... The late Sir George 
Holford, the last owner of beautiful Dorchester House, 
came with the Prince of Wales severa! times. Another 
always welcwme Equerry was the Honourable Seymour 
l?ortescue .... 

In this period. Easton Lodge was among the MoSt celebrated 

country-h01.lSeS in England, invitations to which as well as to Warwick 

Castle having being much desired. In an ambiance of well-bred comfort 

and privileged associations, country-house visits and entertaining 

formed a typical and avid feature of Society life in the closing years 

of the nineteenth century and early years of the new century. The 

luxury of arrangements on these occasions naturally differed with 

regard to house and setting, but an often halcyon memory of unhurried 

pleasure and civUised ease invariably flavours the memoir reflection 

of this distinctive form of social communion. In Romant1c Adventure 

(1937) Elinor Glyn assigns a chapter to a eulogising description of a 

typical Easton visit in the 1890s with an accent on the charm of 

setting, perfection of hospitality and re-assuring familiarity among 

guests.1 

The manifestation of Society within the context of the London 

Season with its spring-summertime round of time honoured fetes and 

communal activities, further illustrate an aristocratic sense of 

commumty that characterlsed Society for its participants at the turn 

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Historlcally, Society in 

London was connected to the composition of the Houses of the Lords 

and the Commons. so that when Parllament sat, the merging of these 
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elements inevitably fostered a focused social forum. Althol.lgh the 

Season culminated in the summer months. its duration was affected by 

the time-table of the Parliamentary year and with it a virtual 

migration habit for its membership. When Parliament was convened. 

l.lsually in the second week of February by the Queen 'cal.l.ing together 

her Lords and Gentlemen'. the fashionable world was said to have 

begun. In her memoirs Lady Randolph Churchill recalls a season in the 

late 1870s writing. "The winter session which usually assembled in 

February as it does nùw, and sat for six weeks brought to London the 

legislators and their families; but from October to February the town 

was a desert. Religiously however, on the first of May. 

Belgravia ... would throw open the doors of its freshly painted and 

flower bedecked mansions. Dinners. balls. and parties succeeded one 

another wit.hout intermission till the end of July."S Allowing for the 

periodic novelty of fashion and fado the observances of the season 

were all-enduring and in and of themselves. changeless from one 

generation to the next. 

As with any Season that had gone before. enjoyment was the 

object of pursuit and as with any generation, the hectic if athletic 

demands of the season were taken up by the young with enthusiasm. 

A typical, if timeless appraisal of one such evening from the late 

1880s may be glimpsed in AU The Way (1949) by Viscount Cecil of 

Chelwood, "! did not much like the lateness of the hour at whlch balls 

then began .... ! enjoyed dancing. except for one dlificulty. ! could 

never remember what was the appearance of my proposed partner. 

They were mainly dressed in white ball gowns, very like one another."S 
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The American diplomat Adam Badeau. in his survey Aris.t.Qcracl!' 

iILEngland (1886) describes a typical London season of the latter 

phase of the nineteenth century. He effectively illustrates not only 

Society's atmosphere of rarefied privilege but also something of the 

ritualisation given to its protracted functions. 

After Easter the full tide sets in .... The great 
houses are all open: the park is full in the afternoon; 
the Row is crowded every morning with horsewomen .... Forty 
people often sit at one sumptuous board. and the 
overflow sometimes rElaches the side tables: clever 
people if not of too high rank. contend for these cozy 
corners. where they can choose their partners. Balls 
now begin .... The Queen's Drawing-Rooms are crowded. 
Politics is everywhere discussed .... 

You must be in 1iown in June if you are in the 
world. You must brl9athe the hot atmosphere of 
Parliament .... you must b~! clad in the stiff garments that 
etiquette pre scribes for every houri you must de vote 
yourself to a round of' visits and entertainments .... An 
Emperor. or a Shah. or a Czar is sure to arrive whom 
some very grand personage must entertain .... But the 
Lords. and the CommoDSI too. begin to get restive as 
August approaches: for on the twelfth. grouse-shooting 
begins. Arrangements care made for Scotland and the 
North .... There are no mOl:,e carriages in the Ring. not 50 

manx riders in the Row .... The London Season is at an 
end. IO 

These allusions evoke the sense of a world. complete on to 

itself playing out its role on .a public stage yet reserving for itself 

as well. the privilege of its own exclusivity. The majesty of visiting 

Emperors or Shahs hosten by some 'very grand personage' is matched 

by the anonymity of 'cosy corners' at dinner parties. where those of 

'not too high rank' are free to be infol:,mal. Badeau's depiction of the 

Society culture of his own witness. a.ffords a composite picture of 

aristo\~ratic London in full bloom. The Season constituted a form of 

social theatre in which. as already' suggested. the omnipresent 
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ingredients of pleasure, comfort and ritual. had already been features 

in several generations of Society life. as indeed. they would continue 

to be into the twentieth century. 

However, despite the context of privilege and pleasure 

associated with the Season, the characteristic memoir reflection of 

the late Victorian-Edwardian period testifies to an identification of 

a sense of quality and discernment, usually llnked to the dignity of 

a salon culture of intelligent men and women. Insomuch as Society 

embodied the atmosphere and leadership of aristocratie personalities 

and tradition. the salon culture of the capitars political and 

intellectual life thrived under the patronage of its great ladies. 

The hostesses were for the Most part able to wie1.d vast 

resources and had been brought up virtually from birth, in the art of 

entertaining. In town and c01mtry. they provided a rendez-vous for 

men of political influence and opinion. as well as certain distinguished 

men of learning. Their receptions were a social forum in which the 

young were not excluded and in whl.ch the cultivation of good talk and 

fine manners were as much art as necessity, and as much vocation as 

discipline. As the Countess of Warwick writes in Discretions (1931), 

"Entertaining among the elite was undoubtedly an art. The 

enchantment lay in setting us at ease in a luxury that was 

exquisite ... there. in an atmosphere of beauty. men and women reposed: 

even statesmen lost their statellness and surrendered to delicate 

suggestion."U As one of the young men who had benefited from this 

forum. ,John Buchan echoes Lady Warwick's words remembering in Memory 

Hold the Do or (1940) that he had 
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made his entry into the Society of his eIders. 

YOllth and age were not segregated then as they tend 
to be to-day, and a young man had the chance of meeting 
his seniors and betters - an excellent thing .... For a 
minnow like myself there was the chance of meeting new 
and agreeable minnows, and the pleasllre of gazing with 
awe up the table where at the hostess's side was sorne 
veritable triton.12 

At the turn of the century, Society's hostesses could still be divided 

into two categories of either political or social complexion. Among 

the Conservative camp, memoirs cite such names as Theresa Lady 

Londonderry, the Duchess of Devonshire, the Marchioness of Salisbury, 

Lady Lansdowne and the Duchess of Buccleugh. Among the politically 

Liberal hostesses are included Lady Spencer and Lady Fanny 

Marjoribanks. whUe non-partisan or merely social hostesses included 

Milllcent. Dowager Duchess of Sutherland and Gladys Lady de Grey, 

Marchioness of Bipon. In her memoirs. Lady Bandolph Churchill recalls 

that. "At a particularly pleasant luncheon-party, given by Lady de 

Gr:~y, l remember once meeting among others, M. Jules Claretie of the 

Francais, Mlle. Bartet the gifted actress, Lord Ribblesdale and Mr. 

Oscar Wilde than whom a more brilliant talker did not exist.,,13 In her 

Reminiscences (1922) Lady Battersea, formerly Constance de Rothschild, 

recounts a characteristic dinner-party given by the Dowager Lady 

Ba rrington , writing, "of that party the central figure was Madame 

Norman Neruda ... the attractive and talented violinist ... Augusta 

Barrington. the then unmarried daughter of Lady Barrington. seated 

herself at the piano and proceeded to play the accompaniment to 

Madame Neruda's solo on the violin. We were an appreciative audience; 

one of the most appreciative was Mr. Balfour .... He was lying back 
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luxuriousl,y in bis chair. giving himself up to the charm of a favourite 

piece of music:'U 

The distinguished atmosphere of the political and musical 

salon of the 188015 and 1890s owed something of its character to the 

survival into these years of certain great figures of the Victorian 

age. Lady Dorothy Nevill. a prol1fic memoir author and herself a 

celebrated Society figure. recalls that she discovered in her papers 

a guest llst of a typical dinner-party enlivened by the discriminating 

company. "Amongst them were three Gladst.ones, including of course. the 

Grand Old Han. the Duchess of St. Albans. the Tavist.ocks, the William 

Harcourts, Mat.thew Arnold, Bright, and Herbert Spencer ...... 15 However, 

whether or not the entertaining conducted by Societ.y·s ladies involved 

great occasions or intimate gatherings, memoir authors invariably 

attribute to these activities a charact.eristic grace and discernment 

so often at the basis of Society recollections. One among many 

typical allusions of t.bis familial ld.nd is evidenced in tJemories of 

Sixt y Years (1917) in wbich the Earl of Warwick pays tribute to Lady 

DorothY Nevill writing, "One of my good friends who bas gone before 

was oId Lady Dorotby Nevill, whose luncheon table was for many years 

the gathering-place of the wittiest company in London. She was a 

great entertainer and was very widel,y entertained, for a brighter. 

kindlier, or cleverer woman never t.ook up 50 strong a position in the 

social world."ll In another appreciative instance. Sir Seymour 

Fortescue, naval equerry to King Edward Vil as Prince of Wales in t.he 

189015 remembers too, a quality of intimacy and charm in the London 

Society of these years. In [,aaldna Back (1920) the aut.hor writes 
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affectionately of the convivial closeness of Society as if it were a 

haven for dependable friendship, "The very pleasantest dinners 1 can 

remember. were then given in a corner house of Great Cumberland 

Place by one of my kindest friends, Consuelo Duchess of Manchester. 

She had not only a passion for enterta~, but was a wonderfully 

successful entertainer .... The usual London dinner party generally 

breaks up about 11. Hers often lasted till the small hours, for when 

the early birds amongst her guests had taken their flight ... the rest 

of us gravitated towards the piano ... her friends still miss her ...... 1T 

Another characteristic identification of a sense of community 

in the form and character of London Society life in this period, May 

be encapsulated in keynote references to public behaviour manifest 

in etiquette. Allusions to the appreciation of discriminating and 

graceful entertaining have already been cited. their indication in 

memoir discussion confirm the existence of circles of aristocratie 

intimacy in an environment of familial recognition and social ease. 

The charm and quality attributed to this urban culture was based 

largely on, and implicitly expressed in the rule of order and 'good 

taste'. In the illustrative example of etiquette. the late Victorian­

Edwardian Society world is given its final ôrush stroke' of memoir 

depiction. The recollection of disciplined formality with regard to, 

specifical!y dress and smoking, dominate the relevant references. In 

Ten years at the Court of St. James' (1921) Baron Von Eckardstein 

writes of the late 18805, after he became First Secretary at the 

German Embassy; "At this time London life was still that of the old­

fashioned easy-going highly coloured "oid England" .... Manners and 
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customs were still Victorian; and this was especially evident in dress. 

What "gentleman" would have ventured into a West End street otherwise 

than in single-breasted morning coat, striped trousers and top 

hat? .... Moreover, it was positively rude to smoke in the company of 

ladies, and unpardonable to smell of tobacco.,,18 In The Pays Before 

Xesterctay (1920) the diplomat Lord Frederic Hanù.lton echoes thi.s 

memory writi.ng, " ... in my young days the possibillty of appearing in 

Piccadilly in anytbing but a high hat and a taU coat was unthinkable, 

as was the idea of sitting down to dinner in anythinc but a wbite 

tie,',19 Such references are legion and relate as weIl, to various 

other nuances of behaviour and custom. They suggest Society's 

communal sensibillty to degrees of order, precedence and propriety, 

the manifestation and acceptance of, a system of collective regulation 

and control. It remained however, by and large a not unpleasant 

regulation for its subjects, and one that was 50 endemic to the 

structure of their lives and 50 akin to the chal'acter of their 

prestige as to have been virtually unquestioned. The season may 

have existed as a context for a privileged separateness and pleasure 

but Society as a whole continued to embody the traditions of 

authority and therefore of implicit responsibillty. Inasmuch as 

Society"s world reflected the landed elements of the aristocracy this 

culture was tied by the functioning practices of generations to the 

land and its inhabitants. As Lady Warwick writes in Discretions, 

"Although there was plenty of gaiety of a sort, we obeyed our 

parents, respected our elders, and kept our promises .. ,"Zt 

In characteristic memoir references to London Society in the 
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late Victocian-Edwardian period. the consensus of memory evokes the 

,:tpparent leadership of a definable aristocratie community. intimate in 

scale and familial in character. References suggest an appreciative 

sense that wit.h this scale and fa milia rit y of association. an 

aesthetically pleasing. civillsed and ordered environment pertained for 

its participants. It is usefui to clarify and confirm that this 

recorded sense of London Society's distinctive features and character 

had effectively taken root with the mid-nineteenth century's social 

experience. The recollection in Society memoirs. of the mid-Victorian 

period, .~nd usually with particular reference to the decade of the 

18605. establish comparable themes and features. 

Memoir allusions to Society's participating figures as well as 

to its group activities are entirely contained within an aristocratie 

context of landed wealth and consequent influence. Apparent in these 

references is the seeming timelessness and legitimaey of an 

authoritative prestige assoeiated with assured position. The 

fa milia rit y of aristocratie London gave its members a sense of mutual 

recognition and focus. In The Reminiscences of Lady Dorothy NevUl 

(1907), recalling the 18605, the author writes; "Many yl~ars ago when r 
first knew London Society, it was more llke a large family than 

anything eise. Everyone knew exactly who everybody else was ... 21 In 

~one Years (1905) Frederick Leveson Gower, a nephew of a Duke of 

Devonshire, offers the inst.l\nce of a famous rivalry between Harriet. 

Duchess of Sutherland and Julia, Countess of Jersey. The author 

attributes the acknowledged triumph of the former to her great wealth 

and rank. She was known to have been a favourite of the Queen and 
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was generally popular .:it Court. The author adds; "She had a sound 

understanding. and in social matters. as well as in polltics. always 

took the generous side.',22 This allusion also ill.dicates the mid-

Victorian political arena in which the hostesses espoused varying 

allegiances .:ind dispensed patronage - directing the 'artillery' of 

their social influence in the promotion of either Whig or Tory 

associations. The example of Lady Palmerston the wife of the Prime 

Minister is often cited in memoirs as the familiar illustration of the 

relationship of Society to polltics. In her Recollections of 1909. in 

a chapter entitled "London in the Sixties". Lady St. Helier describes 

some of the people and gathedngs she remembers from these years. 

A selection of random references give a convincing impression of the 

intimate and convivial character of Society's political associations; 

Lady Palmerston was then the great political hostess. 
Her Saturday evenings were exclusively Whig. and she was 
served by an able staff of aides-de-camp. Mr. Abraham 
Hayward. chief of the staff, kept her ill.formed of 
everybody who came to London and ought to be invited 
to her house .... ! used to see a great many foreigners at 
the house of my aunt, Lady Ely. who was then Lady-in­
Waiting to the Queen .... The first time ! really made Lord 
Beaconsfield's acqlJ.aintance was after my first marriage 
at Lady Stanhope's. when ! sat next to him at 
dinner .... The mantle of Lady Palmerston, as the social 
head of the Whig party. devolved after death on Lady 
Waldegrave, who had .1ust married Mr. Chichester 
Fortescue, Chief Secretary for Ireland .... lt was at Lady 
Waldegrave's that the members of the Irish Parliamentary 
Party got their introduction into English social 
life .... Lady Margaret was a sympathetic. kind hearted 
woman. Her dinner-parties were always agreeable, and 
her house {in Sundays was a great 'rendez-vous' for 
poli ticians. 

It is with the mid-Victorian Society memoir as well. that an 

atmosphere of discrUrlnating inteUlgence and appreciation of 
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inteJ.Jjgence i5 identified. Lady Dorothy NevW., herself a celebrated 

hostess to the social and political luminaries of her day, is a 

tireless chronicler of the salon culture of the period. In her 

RemL'Ùscences of 1907 she writes, "The old leisured aristocracy of the 

past delighted in gatheri.nc together people of conversational 

power ... and a very brilliant circle it was too,,,!t In another passage 

the author continues, "In the old days, good talkers - anen and women 

of briUiant conversational power.B - were people whose presence at 

country-house or dinner parties was the most so~ht for; they were, 

indeed, the dictators of the dinner table, where they ruled with 

almost undisputed sway."a In her Reminiscences of 1909, Lady Randolph 

Churchill links this quality of social intercourse specifically to the 

salon culture of the period. The author, recalling the salons' heyday 

remembers that none were possible without selection, and that this 

naturally led to the exclusion of ail who did not possess wit and 

talent. a Lady Dorothy Nevill echoes these remarks arguing that, 

however homogeneous the composition of an aristocratie Society world, 

it was nonethelesf!: aenerous in the invitations extended to the clever 

and acoQlIPlished ~ho helped to animate its social gatherings. In her 

Reminiscences, Lady Dorothy continues, ..... certain individuals whose 

sole credentials were their wit and mental cultivation were accorded 

a place in Society. There were severa! such men, of whose origin 

nothing was mown or asked, whose cla1m to social consideration lay 

in cultivated and well-stored brains - these were weLcomed wlthout 

demur,"2'1 

In the mid""Victorian period the question finally, of propriety 
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and order found its formaI expresslon in Society's concern with 

etiquette and correct form. In 1907, Lady Dorothy Nevill states that, 

"the laws of etiquette ... were severe in the extreme, for instance, it 

would have been considered a dreadful thing for a lady l':lf birth to go 

out wal.king without a man-servant behind her. l remember that the old 

Duchess of Cleveland was the last lady who when she went out was 

always followed by a footman bearing a cane. Cabs were not 

considered at ail proper vehicles for ladies to go in, whilst omnibuses 

were absolutely tabooed.,,28 Even by the early 18705, as Lady Randolph 

Churchill recails, a lady would never travel alone in a railway 

carriage withol.lt taking her maid with her. She adds that; "to go by 

one self in a hansom was thought very "fast" - not to speak of 

wal.king ... as for young girls driving anywhere by themselves, such a 

thing was l.mheard of. ,,29 Although having been brought up in France and 

accustomed to the restrictions and chaperonage 'to which young girls 

had to submit', Lady Randolph playfully confesses that even with her 

marriage, she felt less than truly emancipated, admitting that; "in 

matters of propriety ... London was much more strict and 

conventional. ... Etiquette and the amenities of social life were 

re1.igiously maintained .... The writing of ceremonious notes, the leaving 

of cards, not to spaak of 'visits de digestion' which even young men 

were supposed to pay, took up most afternoons.,,30 Indeed, in the 

compilation of his mother's papers in 1919 Ralph Nevill concurs, that 

by subsequent standards, "social conventions were more rigorous. 

Laxness about keeping appointments would not have been tolerated. 

while being late for lunch or dinner was considered a real social 
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crime."31 

In reference to concerns of propriety and etiquette. memoir 

examples record the conventional application of these forms in 

instances of dally and common practiee. The Victorian experience of 

Society had essentially taken form in the aftermath of the Hanovarian 

excesses of eighteenth-century life. The near absolute al.lthority of 

aristocratie culture :in the eighteenth-century illieted a self-

confidence of behaviour that was answerable to few, The life of the 

Prince Regent, later George IV and Many of bis 'patrioian' companions 

are familiar in evold.ng the ribald informalities of certain eiroles in 

Society life. as weil as the negative publicity that often daunted the 

Pr:inee throughout his career. However after 1837. Queen Victoria 

qUickly asserted a decorous and rellgious tone to the crown's 

leadership of Sooiety that gradually came to influence the publio 

processes of the aristocracy at large. The nineteenth century 

evolution of the national life imposed. a self-conseiousness of 

increasingly united 'elass' on an aristocratie culture :in an age of 

sooial and democratic development, As Donald Read has wr1tten in 

England 1868-1914, " 'Class' had grown out of the Industrial Revolution. 

Landed society had been based upon 'rank', 'degree', 'order', These 

assumed the existence of a God-given hierarehy; but one :in whieh a 

chain of connection ran through society. thereby allowlng the 

fl.llfilment of obligations bath upwards and downwards. Industrial 

society. by contrast, began to separate individuals instead of linldng 

them."U 

Insomuch as a sensitivity to questions of propriety is a 
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significant ingredient in the public disoipline of class in Victorian 

Society J memoir references to the negation of such concerns are 

understandably rare. In two infamous late-Victorian incidents, the 

Tranby Croft and Beresford-Brooke affairs J one May more fully 

appreciate aristocratie Society's sense of self-regulating and self­

preserv!ng privacy. In memoir literature both these intriguing dramas 

are mute but are historically hi.ihly illustrative and are thoroughly 

discussed in Kin& Edward the Seventb by Philip Magnus." The first 

involved a case of card cheating in wbich Lie ut. Colonel Sir William 

Gordon-Cumming of the Scots Guards was discovered and confronted as 

having cheated at baccarat at a country bouse party at Tranby Croft 

in September of 1890. The Prince of Wales was a fellow guest and 

witnessed the soleron signing of a note in which Gordon-Cumming agreed 

never to play cards again on the understanding that the event would 

naturally not be made public, or that Gordon-Cumnrl.ng would have to 

quit bis regiment. Rowever, Gordon-Cumming subsequently attempted 

to attain a more generous settlement in open court to the disgust of 

the Prince of Wales and many of bis class, as in the process Gordon­

Cumming altbough guilty, was nonetheless prepared to reap the 

negative notoriety for aU concerned. 

In the Beresford-Brooke affair, the Prince of Wales again, 

interceded to retrieve from Lady Charles Beresford an indiscreet 

letter that Lady Brooke (afterwards Countess of Warwick) had written 

to Lord Charles Beresford in January 1890 and which Lady Charles had 

intercepted. In order to ensure the compliance of both her husband 

and Lady Brooke, Lady Charles retained the letter. She soon 
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perceived that she was being boycotted by the Marlborough House Set. 

friends of Lady Brooke, and Lady Charles threatened to publlsh the 

latter should she be further humiliated. In tbis, Lord Charles came 

to bis wife's defence, suggesting in addition that he would make pUblic 

certain aspects of the Prince's private life. Much of tbis crisis was 

fuelled by anxiety under pressure but before it was played out, its 

feverish negotiation was nervously monitored by bath Queen Victoria 

and the Prime Ministar Lord Salisbury, The Prime Minister lù.mself, 

reluctantly but earnestly interceded to mediate between the 

emotional parties. By December 1890 a solution was found in a forma! 

exchange of letters of apology between the Prince of Wa!es and Lord 

Charles that had been drafted by the Prime Minis ter. Lady Brooke 

was also obllged to undergo a tellporary exclusion from court. In 

"arch 1892 the offendins letter was returned to its author and duly 

destroyed. 

In the main, for chroniclers of London Society life at the 

close of the nineteenth century - and supported by a comparable 

experience in the mid-Victorian era, as evidenced above - the delight 

and virtue of this world lay in the seemi.na perfectibllity of its charm 

and in. the social example of its order. In summation, perhaps the 

most succinct allusion to tbis platonic ideal of life and self-assured 

attitude of authority, is offered by Lady Frances Balfour, a sister­

in-law of the Conservative Prime ttinister appraising Society as it was 

constituted in the 1880s. Lady Frances writes in Ne QbUyiscaris 

(1932); 

It was a c1rcle intimately interwoven .... There was 
great ease, and some riches as wea!th was then counted. 
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There was little dis play , large houses and 
establishments, elaborate gardens and policies, gave 
employment to those who ... formed part of the 
responsibilities of ownership ... . 

Privacy and intimacy were the keynotes of a 
beautiful hospitality .... The old Mere established facts, 
and over au was the grace and beauty of the bes t 
manners and the ease which accompanies people .~ho are 
sure of themselves, and need no advertisement.Jt 

It is invariably with this quality of assut'ed position and air 

of legitimate authority that the characteristic memoir appraisal of 

Society's late-Victorian world, 15 both perceived and expressed. 

Representative authors among its participants identify a mutual sense 

of identification based on an aristocratie landed social tradition. It 

is, by way of conclusion, ultimately in the memoir treatment of 

designated qualities of character and gentility. that this community 

environment reveals both the primary characteristic of its ins ula rit y 

as well as the seed for potential and subsequent change. 

The memoir allusion to qualities of character and gentility in 

the late Victorian-Kdwardian period complement the functioning 

au tho rit y and inl'5ularity of aristocratie Society. Rowever potentially 

abstract the historical appraisal of such concepts, their treatment 

by aristocratie authors evokes, often nostalgically, the theme of 

unassailable dignity and character distinct from the chaos of a 

surrounding world. These qualities are implicitly seen to have been 

formed by an aristocratie culture historically accustomed to rule, 

which in turn facllitated their continuity. 

Among the typlcal examples of gentllity J authors cite 

candidates with an appreciative sense of their seeming completeness 

of self. They appear the finely tuned products of a regulated and 

i 
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cohesive social system in which their role wOl'üd seem as artfuily cast 

as that of any player on a stage. In Melton Mowbray and Other 

Hemories (1924) Moreton Frewen affectionately cites the wit, 

cC";mpOSllre. and general 'elan' of Lord Rosslyn. one among the Most 

familiar figures of his time. In representing Queen Victoria at the 

marriage of the King of Spain. the author writes. "He made an immense 

impression on Madrid. filling the good city with his footmen and state 

carriages. which the ill-natured declared he sold at fabulous prices 

to Spain's grandees. He May have left his carriages and horses behind 

him. but he could not leave behind him bis grand manner. With him went 

~iust another. Seymour Wynne-Finch of the "Blues". and the wit and 

splendid insolence of the two Englishmen have, it is said, given quite 

a new direction to the modern literature of Spain,,,35 In her 

Recollections (1909) the Countess of Cardigan and Lancastre reveals 

a similar regard in her memory of the old Regency noble the Marquis 

of Hertford. Lady Cardigan writes, "There is, of course, no doubt 

that he was a 'roué', The Society he lived in. bis great wealth bis 

epicurean tendencies all combined to make him exceptional in bis 

passions and unscrupulous in his mode of gratifying them. But after 

ail he only wore his rue with a difference, and he always looked a 

great noblemao. never forgetting his manners, how ever much he 

neglected his morals ...... 36 In her Reminiscences (1907) Lady Dorothy 

Nevill. among a number of figures, particularly cites Lord 

Eilenborough. the former Governor-General of India. Lady Dorothy 

writes. "r hardly remember anyone who looked 50 thoroughly weil-bred; 

the noble to his finger-tips, he had the grand manner and dignified 
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bearing wbioh distinguished the gentlemen of the old school."rr Lady 

Dorothy concludes, "Handsome even "hen an old man, he "as the type 

of the English aristoorat of another age, who combined keen 

appreoiation of the world's pleasures and intellectual culture with 

dignified bearing and exquisite manners; 'Born to command and 

conscious of his sway, a courtly noble of another day':·. In the 1922 

publication of her Reminiscences, Lady Battersea offers her own 

gentlemanly example in the person of Sir Algernon West. Sir Algernon 

was a descendant of Sir Robert Walpole, had married a grand-daughter 

of the prime minister Lord Grey, and for much of bis career. was 

private secretary to WLUiam Gladstone. Lady Battersea ~ htm to 

an age 'distinguished not alone for talent and learning, but also for 

fine manners and gracious hearina' adding, "indeed, for these last Sir 

Algernon West might well have served as model. "Sir Algy". as he was 

affectionately called by bis friends, had always been a strict 

observer of proper and dignified etiquette. He was scrupulous in his 

dress and speech .... He had a str:lldng face and fiaure, and was a noble 

representative of the Bngl:l.sh gentleman .... 

In allusions 5uch as these the principal features suggest the 

dependabllity of a consistent social type nurtured by an environment 

in which in turn, the subject 1s completely at ease. The particular 

reference to instances of the 'grand manner' and of a 'splendid 

insolence' in a certain theatrical self-assurance significantly remind 

one of the Olympian gods of mythology. Although human-like in their 

foibles and caprlcious in their motivations the gods nonetheless 

constitute a certainty of law as fixtures of permanence in their 
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social landscape around which the affairs of life may be seen to 

revolve. 

In Victorian society life the authority and prestige of 

aristocratie culture produce in memoir retrospection a nostalgie 

memory of gentUity as indicative of this theme of certainty as well 

as off-hand self-assurance. The allusion to Lords Rosslyn and 

Hertford are typical cases in point. In bis article "The Twil.ight of 

Gentility: Class and Character in the Palliser Novels" (Buropa. A 

Journal of InterdiscipUnary Studies. Vol. l, No. I. November 1977) Alan. 

H. Adamson explores comparable themes in the Anthony Trollope novels 

of aristocratie and high polltieal life in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. In this source a semi-fictional character such 

as the Duke of Omnium ls seen to have been fashioned by Trollope to 

typify the Engl1sh patrieian as social delty and yet as a wholly 

inactive one. In terms of the practical utility of the aristocraey's 

social and polltieal influence, the figure of the Duke of St. Buogay 1s 

correspondingly evoked to represent the 'world.ng peer' analogous on 

the national level to the funetional responslbillty of the gentry 

squire at the reglonal level. And yet the aged Duke of Omnium, 

despite bis 'uselessness' in bis indifference to work retains a degree 

of respect and mystique not enjoyed by bis ducal colleague. As 

Trollope explains, wbile "men and wOlDen thought but llttle of the Duke 

of St. Bungay ... the other Duke was regarded with an almost 

reverential awe. 1 think the secret lay in the simple fact that the 

Duke of Omnium had not been common in the eyes of the people. He had 

contrived to envelope himself in the anclent mystery of wealth and 
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rank." There was ..... about him a dignity of demeanour, a majesty of 

person..... Even Hadame Hax Goesler, with her democratic European 

origins, who is initially critical of the old Duke, later concedes and 

with humillty, that "there is something glorious in the d.ignity of a man 

too high to do anytbing ... 41 

In the statement of this paternalistic if roman tic appeal as 

in the tacit acceptance of its social foundations, impressions and 

allusions to gentlemen of the ilk of the Duke of Omnium or the Marquis 

of Hertford acknowledge their seemtng omnipotenoe over their social 

culture. As pervasive as towering oaks in an ordered landscape, they 

reflect the hierarchl' and order as well as the certaintl' of a Society 

dominated bl' the atmosphere and processes of a landed aristocratie 

tradition. 

Although memoirs of Society li:fe glimpse the gentleman Most 

frequently in his urban setting, typical references ingest as well the 

broader criteria of manly gentility. In this too, Trollope offers a 

composite statement of the nineteenth centurl' ideal of the gentleman 

as leader. 

He should be feared ... and l'et good hUlDOured, serene ... and 
yet forebearing; truculent and pleasant in the same 
moment .... Friends he must have, but not favourites .... He 
must be strong in health, strong in heart, stronc in 
pUrpose .... And he should do it aU in accordance awith a 
code of unwritten laws, which cannot be learnt ... 

To whatever extent the 'average' gentleman mi8ht have 

universally fulfilled such attributes, this criteria nonethele15s 

confirms the role of the aristocrat as soclalleader and therefore as 

a figure of singular privilege and implicit responsibllitl' . 
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The necessity of prepal'ing the gentleman for a world he must 

leam to command and yet not in tum, he wholly assimUated by, is 

apparent in these criteria of desired attributes. They underscore 

the nineteenth century aristocratie culture's broader concern with 

questions of order, hierarchy, and sociallegitimaoy. These concerns 

had been intensified by the el(periences of the French Revolution and 

the subsequent Napoleonic Wars. However, in comparison to her 

European neighbours, British aristocratie culture had historlcally 

proven more fluid in adapti.ni to change and absorbing new elemants 

into its otherwise exclusive environment. The lata Victorian concept 

of gentility corresponding].y reflects tbis adaptibility with the germ 

of a democratic acceptance of ~anyone' who might prove worthy and 

malle able in temperament, character and sufficient self-assurance. 

In his h1story Bnlland in the Age of the American Reyolution L.B. 

Namier affords a brUllantly concise statement of this capacity for 

social elevation as well as the interpretation of appropria te 

tempera ment in those so rewarded. 

A man's status in Bngllsh society has always 
depended prilDarily upon 1ùs self-consciousness; for the 
Engllsh ... perceive and accept facts without anxiously 
lnquiri.ng into their reasons or meaning. whatever ls apt 
to ra1se a man's self-consciousness - he it birth, rank, 
wealth, intellect, daring or achievements - will add to 
bis stature; but it has to he translated into the truest 
expression of a man's subconscious self-valuation, 
uncontendina ease, the unbought grace of llfe. 

Classes are more sharply marked in England because 
there ls no single test for them, except the final 
incontestable result; and there ls more snobbery than 
in any other country, because the gate can be entered 
by anyone, and yet remains, for thosB bent on entering 
it, a mysterious, awe-inspiring gate. 

The genius of tbis flexibility could ensure that no llkely 
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candidate for social elevation need be regarded as an anomaly. 

however tiny or exotic a min 0 rit y he rnight then constitute. His 

·accept.ability· would largely erase ail such hlndrances necessarily 

ail,')wing for further passage ,·.tnd absorption. It would however also 

seem clear that this 'germ' of adaptabillty manifest in appropriate 

temperament or character attainment. depended on a gradualism in 

Society's social operations. The confidence possible with the 

unhurried and unthreatened agenda of the landed classes' facility for 

assimilation. could afford to thl.ls evolve an expansive interpretation 

of value and merit. In this sense the historie rationale of gentility 

could be expressed in the 'fait-accompli' of manner. bearing and of 

modes of character autonomy J and not. in terms of the European 

experience of rigid pedigree requirements strictly defined and 

segregated. In their wise and witt y anthology The Essentia1 

Englishman (1989) Duncan Steen and Nicolas Soames have drawn the 

picture of the seemingly eternal gentleman in this final. realised and 

'arrived' forro. "AU you need ta set yourself up as one is a bit of 

land. a large house, a few horses. a collection of assorted dogs and 

servants, clothes of indeterm1nate age, shape or colour, a hip flask. 

a gun and an air of breezy assurance,'·44 

1 
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CRAPTBB THO 

In the characteristic memoir allusion to London Society llfe 

in the late Victorian-Edwardian period, the consensus of memory among 

representative authors evokes the theme of an aristocratie and self-

contained culture. The attendant sense of an identifiable and 

homogenous circle emerges, its members being the product of a landed 

social tradition of a utho rit y and prestige, on intimate and convivial 

terms with one another and appreciat1ve of Society's inherent order. 

However 1 present also in the memoir reflection of this period is a 

correspond!ng recognition of significant forms of adaptation and 

change, duly interpreted as altering the fabric of London Society's 

form, character and community. At varying degrees of either positive 

or negaUve appraisal the characteristic memoir discussion on the 

the me of change, acknowledges the 'encroaching' influences of an 

increas1.ngly influential extemal world. 

In the memoir reflection of Society llfe in the late Victorian­

Edwardian period, perhaps the most tangible indication of change may 

be evidenced in the entry permitted to members of the theatrical 

profession. The aristocratie salon culture of the Victorian era had 

been familiar to various distinguished men of science and learning, but 

until the 16605 and 1890s this setting had been closed to actors 

whose lives were at hast, assoclated with trade, and at worse, with 

the 'demi-monde' immorality of near gypsies. In By The ClQck of St. 

James's (1927) Percy Armytage recalls that hafore these years, "one 

never met actors soc1ally" and continues; "The onlY actors invited to 
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great houses were the Kendals. the Bancrofts and Irving:,l In her own 

memoirs Lady St. Helier ls able to only slightiy add to this list. 

writing; "Every door was closed against the dramatic profession though 

Hr. and Hrs. Alfred Wigan and Miss Helen Faucit (Lady Martin) were 

exceptions to the universal rule as regards the stage.,,2 

The opening of Society's doors to these hitherto aUen 

elements was as seemi.ngly sudden as it was ultimately complete. 

Percy Armytage recalls; "It 18 difficult to realize today how recent is 

the social welcome siven to actors .... Constance. wife of the First Duke 

of Westminster. did much to break down a stupid convention and it was 

at Grosvenor House that 1 first met actors in Society. As she was a 

Leveson Gower, a daughter of the Duke of Sutherland. lesser 

hostesses were quick to follow her excellent example."S Others among 

the instrumental agents for this new responsiveness were the 

Countess of Waldegrave. Lady Dorothy Nevill and Lady St. Helier. The 

willingness on the part of Society to acknowledge and welcome the 

theatrical community corresponded to a broader acceptance from the 

nation at large as the middle-classes began to patroni~e the theatre 

as a respectable art. This confirmed an inevitable adaptation of view 

as the theatre came. less and less, to typify the immoral demi-monde 

of eighteenth-century associations.. Despite an initial suspicion and 

caution on the part of some elements in Society. the old barriers were 

effectively dismantled. In the evidence of characteristic memoir 

references. recollections to happy evenings in the theatre and music 

hall are now aU8mented by the memory of socially more intimate 

encounters made possible with the 1880s. In Society memories that 

t 
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evoke the mid-Victorian period. there are virtually no references to 

distinguished actors encountered in a Society setting. Rowever, with 

regard to the period that corresponds to the 1880s and 1690s, this 

absence is replaced by allusions to appreciative friendship and 

character adlllirina qualities. In connection to thespian relationships, 

allusions to var.1ous personalities, who are lauded for their grace and 

charm, include the 'elevated prefixes' that, by the close of the 

century, suggested the extent ta which the theatrical world had 

become 'respectable'. Society's leading lights amona representatives 

of the 'legltimate stage' included the like of Sir Henry Irving, Sir 

Squire and Lady Bancroft, Dame Hadae Kenda! and Sir Charles Wyndham. 

In a particular memoir pass88e. the sense Blay be discerned whereby 

such social figures as those cited, had by the 1890s become socially 

credible and worthy of honour. In Irieh and Otber Memoires (1922) the 

Duke de Stacpoole recalls a dinner conversation between a young 

patrician and the great actress "rs. Patrick Campbell. 

One of the finest actresses 1 have ever lmown, and 
a l'DOst serious artist, ls "rs. Patrick Campbell. 

She made .ood immediately at her first appearance 
on a London stage, and was much sought after. A young 
man of my acquaintance was particularly anx10us to be 
introduced to her, so 1 arranged a llttle supper-party 
for the purpose. But he was rather a foolish fellow, and 
st once started paY1n8 very marked attention to the lady 
in question, whereupon he received a well-merited 
repulse. "You do not seem accustomed to the society of 
actresses". said "rs. Campbell quietly. The young man 
indianantly remonstrated. "Oh no". ans

5
wered "rs. 

Campbell. "you are tbinki.ng of Gaiety airls". 

It is perbaps as justifiable as it 15 certainl.y tempt.i.ns to 

discern in this exchanae the confirmation of the new 'rapprochement' 

between the profession of the stage and Society. The Duke de 
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Staopoole olearly aolmowledges this adaptation in bis taking. as it 

were, Krs. Patriok CallpbeU's side in this l.ight-hearted ·oontretemps'. 

The stage and its leading figures had now the potential for being 

regarded as worthy of respect and recognition, its actresses no 

longer merely 'fair .ame' for the amorous exploits of young 'footloose' 

gentlemen about town. 

In The Bise of Respectable Sogiety r.H.L. Thompson presents 

statistics that demonstrate an apparent atmosphere of adaptation in 

aristocratie prooesses and with regard ta the theatrioal milieu in 

partioular. In the treatment of marriage initiatives among the landed 

olasses, Thompson cites T.H. Hollingsworth's 1964 analysis in ih§ 

Demography of the British Peerage noting the drop to 20 per oent in 

the 1880's of endogamous marriages among the landed arlstooracy.' 

Thompson expands on tlds theme recording tha.t, for the years 1870-

1914 among the aristocraoy's core leadership in the peerage, 104 

marriages by peers and their eldest and younger sons, were 1~o 

American brides and heiresses and also to fourteen British actresses. 

These figures include seven Amerioan 'showgirls' who may however, be 

sooially categorised with the aotresses.' Althouah these fiaures are 

s:lgnificant from the perspeotive of Society's inclusion of 

nonaristooratic or gentry elements in Society at large, not in itself 

an innovative prooess, these figures are not otherwise remarkable in 

terms of soale. Between 1870-1914 two thirds of the marriages in the 

titled aristocraoy were oontained within the aristooraoy and gentry. 

The remabUnc third inoluded allianoes to the daughters of familles 

closely tied to the army. navy» publio servioe and the Churoh.' It is 
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nonetheless true that a noticeable margin of 'theatrical' marriages had 

not been seen in Society since the notorious couplings of the 

eighteenth century and Regency. 

In the characteristic memoir literature of the late Victorian­

Bdwardian period another frequently oited allusion to change, may be 

seen in reference to an element of 'publicity' in Society. As early as 

the 184013 Society 'gossip columns' reported, in absorbed and ultimately 

innocuous prose, the 'soings and comings' of fashionable figures in 

to"n and country. They resembled, if anythins, the reports of the 

Court Ciroular as it had long existed and continues to exlst, 

essentially as an itinerary of public events, activities, and 

accompany!na officials and auests. With the proliferation, by the 

close of the oentury, of mass literacy and the ex.pansion aenerally, of 

the press, such lDaterial became a standard feature in the reaciing 

options of the public. In the 189015, "Belle" of the 'World' was amoll8 

the familiar Society columns. In illustrat.ing the typical subjects of 

Belle's interest, the Countess of Warwick, in a bemused reproach of 

her youlller self, refera to rapturous descriptions of her own gowns 

at various functlons throuahout the early 1890s.' These references 

emphaslze the elegance and intimacy of Society' s Olympian 

separateness. The following evokes a typical entry; "May 6, 1891. At 

the opera the Prinoe of WalfjS with bis two younger dauahters. Lady 

Brook [Lady Warwick before her husband's suocession to the Karldom] 

was in the pit tier, and the writer craned her neck to catch a glimpse 

of the .oddess .... Her profile was tumed away from an inquisitive world, 

but 1 made out a rounded figure, diaphanously draped, and a brilliant, 
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haughty, beautiful countenance."l1 This almost cult-like adoration of 

feminine beauty echoed in the popular press a comparable sensibillty 

in Society itself. This theme had been an appreciative feature in the 

llfe of the mid-Victorian as well but reached its apotheosis in the 

closing phase of the century. As Lady Warwick writes, "1 was a 

"beauty", and only those who were alive then mow the magic that Nord 

held for the per1.od:,ll 

Rowever. in the press musincs of the late 1870s into the early 

1880s this theme of socially and aesthetically pleasing ladies in 

Society had asserted itself with a new and dif.ferent intensity. 

Photographs of certain celebrated and attractive ladies appeared in 

shop windows - ostensibly for sale but certauùy also to draw the 

public to the establishments thelliseives. The press named these 

ladies "professional beauties" and inoluded in the phrase ail and any 

figures observed to have newly appeared alDOng Society's ranks and who 

appealed to , or cauaht the imagination of its llembers. There are in 

effect, two var1.eties of response to th1s development in the relevant 

memoir literature reoal.l.ing the period. One appraisal aoknowledges the 

vulgarity of the praotice and admits to baffle ment in accounting for 

its oriains. This view evokes the sensibillty of aristoct'atic 

insularity that 15 naturally resistant to any connotation of self-

advertisement, professionalism, or of the commonplace. Lady Randolph 

Churchill recalls being censured by her friends when her picture 

appeared in shops and being advised to prosecute the photographer.12 

In bis OND allusion to this topic Lord Frederic Hamilton merely 

suggests that the "professional beauties" were indeed lovely but 

1 
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"rather cruelly named."13 The Duke of Portland writes that he cannot 

understand why such ladies as Lady Randolph, Krs. Langtry or Krs. 

Wheeler should have been called "P.B:s"j "For they were an of good 

family and were of course received everywhere in Society like any 

other ladies. The Society papers however chose to caU the. "P.B:s" 

either as what ls mown as a "newspaper stunt" or possibly because 

thelr photograprus appeared in many of the shop windows .... Though l 

quickly put a stop to lt - with regard to my own wife."lt In her 

Mstory Bdward yII and His CirQle (1956) Virginia Cowles concurs that 

a large section of Society disapproved of the "professional beauties"; 

"They regarded publicity as exceedingly vulgar and were shocked that 

'ladies' could lend themselves to such a disgraceful fad."n 

Rowever, in a parallel form of memoir reference, it is also 

apparent that while some, if indeed leacli.nS elements in Society 

disapprov~d of the publicity associations of the "professional 

beauties" other authors do not negatively comment upon it. Indeed, 

discussion of the "P.B:s" can occaslonally be inter-changeable with 

general and customary eulogies to Society"s distinctive ladies, 

avolding Any controversy or ~ovation of which the authors may or 

may not he otherwise aware. In bis memoir of Society and Court life 

Percy Armytage recalls that the "professional beauties", especial.ly in 

cases where they were relat.ively new and unknown, were good­

naturedly sponsored by established Society figures as Lady Cork, Kra. 

Cavendish Bentinck and others. l' Hemoir references to Lily Langtry 

and the clasaical perfection of her features and alluring personality 

dominate allusions to "professional beauties" in this period. They 
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suggest the extent to Mhich the fad engaged Society's attention. The 

Duke of Portland recalls his surprise at seeing the fashionable world 

in Hyde Park stand on chairs and clamour to catch a glimpae of a amall 

party's approach. "They did this in order to have a better view of 

Krs. Langtry, the Jersey Lily; and well they were repaid, for she was 

one of the most beautiful Momen l have ever seen."n This incident and 

its euphorie appraisai, are echoed in numerous examples of Society 

recollections. 

In the example of Lily Langtry, rapturou:!!I memoir allusions 

amounting to a sensational cult of fem:lnine beauty - reached Us peak 

in the early 1880s. In it May be seen Society's dual responses to the 

publicity element of the "professional beauties." Society had always 

been susceptible to fashion and fad, and although it is true that 

people stood on their chairs to watch the Jersey Lily pass by, it was 

not a scene ent1rely without precedent. Sir Arthur Paget in A 

Septua"enarian's Sarap Book (1933) reminds the reader that; "it is 

equally true that the sante compliment was paid to the famous Miss 

Gunnings in the e1ahteenth century and ta the less famed but no 1ess 

lovely daughteres of Lord Aberdeen in the mid-nineteenth."ll Rowever, 

these earlier m:!!ltances alDOng Society's distractions and diversions 

May be understood to have been self-contained and self-motivati.ng. 

The extemal world might have looked on and read, or even reported its 

dOings with varyina degrees of accuracy but Society had remained 

undeniably separate and complete onto itself. It ia difficult not to 

perceive, reflected in characteristic allusion:s to the "professlonal 

beauties" a sense that the fad was engendered and perhaps 
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manipulated by external impulses suoh as pUblic interest and 

consequent press exploitation. It is ultimately immaterial as to whioh 

'had come first' the 'newspaper stunt' cultivating the theme of the 

"P.B:s"; or Sooiety's falDiliar predileotion towards celebrating the 

charm and various qualities of its ladies, whioh in turn IDiaht have 

encouraged the ensuing publioity, In either case, to acknowledge that 

these factors co-existed in such a way as to make their separation 

unclear, is recognition enough that Society, knowingly or otherwise, 

was expos!ng itself, or being eXPOsed to an unprecedented public view. 

In BOlland 1868-1914 Donald Read suggests that an effective 

incentive in the expansion of the Victorian press could be appreciated 

in the mid-century removal of previoul5 restriotions such as the taxes 

on advertisement, stamp and paper duties. Furthermore in 1869, the 

security system was ended wherein newspaper proprietors had been 

obllged to enter into a bond to cover the costs of Any fines imposed 

for blasphemous or seditious libels.1' Among the relevant secondary 

source materlal, A.J. Lee's The Ortctns of the PQpnJar Press 1855-1914 

(1916) remains a key Hork in outl.ini.ng the development, character and 

influence of British journalism. There also exists a variety of 

studies of specifie newspapers includ.ine D. Ayerst's Guardian. 

Biolraphy of a tlewspaper (1911) or H. Hilne's The Newspapers of 

Northumberland ans! Durham (1971). Althouah the particular cult of the 

"professlonal beau'ties" and the phenomenon of advertising photographs 

in shop windows did Dot long survive the 18105, the pattern of an 

elaborate and intJ.mate press interest in Society remained and 
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intensified. As already :Ulustrated in the example of "Belle" of the 

"World", this development was commensurate with an expanding public 

readership and interest that was amply fed in popular print 

publications. It is perhaps Lady Randolph Churchill who, by way of 

explanation, effectively commentsi "A curious phase had come over 

Society. Publicity became the fashion .... People live much more before 

the public than they did. Prlvacy seems a luxury no one is allowed to 

indulge in - even the most uninteresting must he interviewed; their 

houses, their tastes, their habits, photographs of themselves in their 

sanctum, aU are given to the "man in the street."H 

In characteristic memoir references to late Victorian-

Rdwardian Society llfe, the discussion that alludes to change has thus 

far been seen to relate to the social acknowledgment of the theatrical 

profession and the controversial phenomenon of the "professional 

beauties". The first of these was wholly voluntary in nature, 

reflecting merely an evolvina development manifest in widely held 

attitude. The second instance of change however, suggests, both a 

more ambivalent ex.perience and reaction for memoir authors. They 

would appear, for the first time, to no longer speak as if with a 

single voice, indicative of a self-consciously intima te and 

homogeneous social group. 

It 15 noteworthy in this regard to cite as well, characteristic 

memoir discussion of the 'Souls', the group of intellectual and 

independently minded patricians who formed an intimate circle in the 

later Victorian period. The Soula were a noted seament of Society 

during their lives as later were a number of their chUdren known as 
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the 'Coterie', The Souls have benefited from much scholarly attention 

notably in such works as Angela Lambert's Unguiet Souls; Tbe Indian 

5ummer Qf the Brltish Aristocracy 188Q-1918 (1984), The Soula by Jane 

Abdy and Charlotte Gere (1984) and Jeanne HacKenzie's The CbUdren of 

the Soula (1986), FrOID the vantage point of a democratic age, interest 

in the Souls is understandable as their alleged liberalism and 

intellectualism would seem to differentiate them from their class 

culture. The Souls also included severa! brllliant women who have 

supplied feminist research with a unique and colourful vehicle. It is 

however interesting to note. in contrast to this developed 

perspective something less than its confirmation in memou reflection, 

he it sympathetic or negative. While the mental enthusiasms of the 

Souls are unquestioned. recollections do not entirely argue for the 

cult-like separateness of the group. The Duke of Portland, himself an 

intelligent man. obviously speaks for Many when he writes that the 

Souls moved freely in Society's 'everyday llfe' and were admittedly 

'particularly clever and agreeable people ... who rejoiced in one 

another's sympathetic company', The Duke adds; "By way of amusing 

retort they nick-named the members of other sets the Bodies .... For my 

part, l saw little difference betMeen them. Both Souls and Bodies 

were out to enjoy life as much as possible; and 1 hope and believe 

they succeeded ... 21 Horeton Frewen, as at home with the conversational 

gymnastics of the salon as he was ranchin8 on the American frontier 

amuseclly spoofs the Souls' reputation and lampoons their apparent 

superiority; "You s~ physlcals ... now look at us Just take our trail 

to ultimate causes. Lo! Me are the souls .... See hOM Me have emer,ed 
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to grace and garland the dead shrines of the nineteenth century."U 

Playfull.y apparent in these and other references ls the understanding 

that the Souls did not possess a monopoly on cultivation and 

intellect. 

In Qnauiet Souls Angela Lambert stresses the intelligence of 

these friends in contrast to the hedonism in particular, of the 

Marlborough Rouse Set of the Prince of Wales. This point however i5 

arguably overstated and ls perhaps less characterlstic than their 

shared particlpation in the discreet but sexually relaxed system of 

relationships common to the priviles;e and security of their rullng 

class environment. The extent to which Society was becoming affected 

by extemal pressures of influence and chance, may he further 

evidenced in the discussion of 'new wealth', its emergence in Society 

coupled with an accompany!na and excessive pleasure principle. 

In the case of those elements in Society which shunned the fad 

and hysteria of the "P.B's", many attributed the phenomenon to the 

'insidious decay that was underndni.ng Society' by the sudden 

appearance of the parvenu City man, adllionaire American and certain 

ethnic elements.2S To whatever extent such a claim may or May not he 

true, it is nonetheless the case that the Most recurrent allusion to 

the consequences of change, appraised at the tum of the century, is 

with regard to the rise and proliferation of 'new wealth' in Society. 

This is perceived as the agent for both the enlargement and altered 

tone of Society's life in the closing phase of the Victorian era and in 

the early years of the twentieth century. 

In his article "Wealth lUites and Class Structure in Modern 

1 
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Britain" David Rubinstein outlines the emergence of the growing upper 

middle class culture on the Victorian national scene. This study 

identifies two commanding centers in the history and development of 

bourgeois influence. One, London based, was commercial, metropolitan 

and Anglican, and the other, industrial, manufacturing, non-conformist 

and rooted in the north, geographically and culturally.24 The first 

was. so to speak, in place to be influenced by, and itself to influence 

the character and processes of the capital, while the second, isolated 

by ita comparative remoteness and association with industry and trade 

tended to evolve in self-conscious separateness. The wealth of 

London's 1Ugh Finance' was focused in the City personified in the 

Hedici-like names of Rothschild, Barring, Sassoon and Montefiore.25 The 

proximity to and mel.c:l:lns with the economic and social life of the 

capital assured in part, the pre-eminence of the London based upper 

middle class. The financial forces of the City were ultimately not 

snubbed or isolated owinl to the lDaterial authority these were 

undeniably attain:1ng, as well as the willinaness of the landed classes 

to absorb the leading figures of this authority. It ia agamst this 

seemingly adaptive background that memoir testimony records the 

apparent effects and consequences of this cultural absorption on a 

hitherto non-commercial. landed and essentially ho.ogeneous urban 

experience. 

Lady Dorothy NevW., perhaps the most articulately prolific 

chronicler of aristocratie Society for much of the Victorian era, is 

both expansive and acerbic in outJ.ining the emergence of a plutocratic 

influence. In her Reminiscences of 1907 under such chapter titles as 
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'Wealth takes the place of birth' and 'The Stock Bxchange invades 

Mayfair', Lady Dorothy recalls the time when Society lmew onl,y 

aristocratie days when the 'future conQuerors of Society were still 

without the gate· .... .,There were rumours of Hudson, the raUway k:l.ns, 

and bis wife, but they were never in Society, wbich however, was 

amused by reports of their doings which reached it .... Very soon the old 

social privileses of birth and breedins were swept aside by the mob of 

plebian wealth whieh surged into the drawing rooms, the portals of 

wbich had up till then been 50 jealousl,y suarded . .,28 Insomuch as there 

ls an historical impulse to account for the circumstanees that 

ensendered this development, memoir references attribute them to 

certain politieal and eeonomic factors. In Hemories of Fiftv Years 

Lady St. Helier suggests that; "The democratization of Enslish pollties 

by the passing of Hr. Disraeli's Reform Bill, the cise of the Irish 

National Party, and the more general interest whieh was then taken in 

polltical affairs, in part accounted for the ehanse." The author then 

elaborates on this observation with reference to the tuDe-frame of 

the mid-Victorian period; "Many people even in those early days 

realized the problems and difficulties of the situation and were 

beginning to awaken ta the importance of the great changes the 

extension of the franchise must entail. The increased power of the 

press and the multiplication of newspapers caused a reaction which 

forced them to recognize that the elements introdueed in the social 

structure confirmed the views of those who realized that the old 

order was passing away."n Lady Dorothy does not argue with this 

sense that the old order was disappearine. concurring that; 
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"everything must change and pass away and there was no reason why 

'Society', a rellc of aristocratie days should have proven an exception 

to this rule."a As with Lady St. Helier one may presuppose that Lady 

DorothY recogn!sed and accepted - as so their readers must have 

done - that a political evolution in part accounted for this social 

change in Society. Rowever in her own appraisal Lady Dorothy outllnes 

in particular, the monetary or material nature of this change. coupled 

with an indication of its alleged consequences. She attributes the 

rapid and expanded entry of 'nouveau riche' into Society as 

commensurate with a rapid and increased standard of wealth. She 

alludes to the title of Samuel Warren's novel Ten Thousand a Year as 

being associated with a tilDe when such an income would have been 

considered princely and its possessor rich beyond the dreams of 

avarice.a Lady Dorothy explains; 

What is it today? Why, your modern millionaire 
gives as much for a single picture, whilst up-to-date 
entertaining on such a sum is hardly possible. Ten 
thousand a year is still of course, a snug fortune, 
sufficient to have a little shoot:lng, some hunt:lng, a 
modest house in the country, and a small 'pied-a-terre' 
in town; but it is not riches, nor, according to latter­
day ideas .... 

Ralf a eentury ago a rich man - let us say a landed 
proprietor - was quite content to live the greater part 
of the year on bis estate .... If he had not a house in 
town, he hired one for three months or 50, when he would 
brinl up bis w!fe and daughters for the season. 
Enterta1nments were certainly given - entertainments the 
comparative modesty of whlch to-day provoke a 
contemptuous smlle - and the season over, the family 
would once more return lr the country, there to remain 
until the following year. 

ln the development of a century of technologie al and 

commercial advance, the new authorlty Qnd growing prestige of 
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business interest in society at large. clearly produced a plutocratic 

element in Society. Although this could entaU the social rise of some 

individuals of intel.1.igence and taste, as Lady Dorothy is otherwise 

wil.l.ing to acknowledge, a more characteristic appraisal ls in the 

negative recognition of a materialistic impact on Society. "What ls 

the life of the rich man of to-day? .... His ex.penses are in ail 

probability enormous - a wife whose extravagance he is too indolent 

to check, children who also spend largely, houses, hotels, motors, 

pictures, and other works of art. and very llkely in addition to aU of 

these. Most costly of aU. a yacht .... Such individuals have changed the 

whole standard of livina, and imported the bustle of the Stock 

Exchange into the drawing rooms of Mayfair.,,31 In Under riye Rei.@.§ 

(1910) Lady Dorothy elaborates; 

The conquest of the West End by the City has brought 
about a complete change in tone, for whereas in former 
days llttJ.e was heard of stocks and shares, monel' 
maldng ... has become an ordinary 5ubject of 
conversa tion .... Many of the old school regarded anything 
but serous investments with extreme suspicion .... AU this 
however, is now ancient history, and a large part of 50-

called Society - wOlDen as much as men - spend their time 
eagerlY wa~h1ng for what they hope mal' prove to be a 
good thing. 

In the seeming maelstrom of these changes in practice and 

tone, the intimacy and sense of mate rial proportion in the Society of 

Lady Dorothy's experience, has been seemingly replaced by a swollen 

entity increasingly indiscrlminate in forme In her Reminiscences, Lady 

Dorothy remembering the club-like familiarity of London Society in 

recent years, suggests "Everyone knew exactly who everybody else 

was, and its was extremelY difficult - nay, almost impossible - for a 
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stranger to obtain a plaoe until oredent1als had been oarefully 

axamined and discussed. Mere Wealth was no passport."» Inasmuch as 

late Victorian Society had been charaoterised by the leadership of a 

cultivated salon culture, Lady Dorothy aooounts for its oonstituting 

ingredient, in oontrast to Edwardian oircumstances, in the following 

form, "In the old days Society was ... for the most part fairly, though 

not extravagantly, dowered with the good things of the world, it had 

no ulterior abject beyond intel.ligent, oultured, and dignified 

enjoyment, money making being left to another class which from time to 

time supplied a selected reoruit to this 'oorps d'élite':~ 

Although as a representative of her sene ration Lady Dorothy 

Nevill is usually among the most vocal in considering these 'negative' 

consequences of change peroeived at the turn of the century - Lady 

Dorothy's sensibilities are echoed, if more restrainedl.y, in comparable 

sources. Lady St. Helier, in reference to the accelerating signs of 

change in the 1870s writes, "The plutooratio element which was 

beginni.n8 to as sert itself by marriage and other channels in Sooiety, 

whUe adding to its wealth, had oertainly not made it more agreeable 

or more enterta1n1na,". In her Reminisoenoes of 1909, the Countess of 

Cardigan and Lancastre laments the apparent transformation this 

Society, and its setting had undergone. In a chapter on raoing 

recolleotions, Lady Cardiaan complains that; 

After IllY marr:lqe, Lord Cardiaan and 1 always went to 
the diffel'ent meetings, and genera.l.ly met aU our friends; 
among others, Lord and Lady Nestmorland, Lord and Lady 
Hastinas, The Duchess of Beaufort ... and Prince Batthyany. 
Newmarket was quite a charming rendezvous of Sooiety 
then, so 1fferent from the mixed orowd that goes there 
nowadays. 
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In the 'L'envoi conclusion to her Recollections, the author 

What strikes me most forcibly 1 think, is the vanishing 
London of the present day, and the total disappearance 
of its once famillar landmarks. The Society 1 !mew is 
also vanishing. The day of the salon, polltical and 
literary, is over, and the mixed gatherings now called 
great receptions are very unlike the real thing that 1 
can remember ... they lack the exclusiveness of the 
Victorian era. tf,0wadays money shouts, and birth and 
breeding whisper. 

In her Reminiscences of 1909 Lady Randolph Churchill, evoldng 

the great salon culture of eighteenth century Paris, wbich earller, 

had had its equivalent in English public life, then decries; "How remote 

seem these brillant 'causeries' from the caravansaries of the "tirs. 

Leo Hunters" of to-day, where crowds jostle each other on the 

staircase, often not getting any further, and where bridge replaces 

conversation ... a In Memoriea of Sixt y Years (1917) the Karl of Warwick, 

suggesting the proportion al comforts of bis youth and in the lives of 

bis parents, plaint1vely recalls; "In ml' day it sufficed to he an 

agreeable young man, well-mannered, equipped with a modest 

independence and real skill at some sport, to have the very best of 

times.... In 1924, recal.l.ina bis own youth and clearly mindful of social 

chall8es brouaht about by, and consolidated wlth the Kdwardian era, 

Lord Ernest Hamilton writes in Fort y Years On: 

Society of course was very small and very clearly 
defined. Everyone knew everyone eise in that exclusive 
circle, and as well might the Pope of ROIDe have tried to 
enter "ecea, as the self-made ndllionaire to find a 
footina in that sacred throng. Althouah many within the 
guarded gates were very rich, there Mas .. no glaring 
parade of wealth. Tastes were very simple. 

In the volume Cruel Montb (1945) of bis autobiography Left Hand, RUht 
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Hand, Sir Osbert Sitwell confirms the development of Society's more 

expansive appreciation of mate rialis m. In describing the appeal of the 

great Society portraitist John Singer Sargent, Sir Osbert suggests 

that the artist suited the Edwardian aie to a nicety in portraYin8 the 

mate rial manifestation of outward and superficial effects. His 

concem with tilted top bats, cravats and fur coats of the men and 

flashing tiaras and jewels of the ladies did not however, compromise 

his appeal for bis sitters. The author "rites; "To the whole age which 

he interpreted, these values were true values, and so could not be 

resented; sables, ermine, Jewels, bath-salts, rich food .... Sargent 

remains the painter of Peche Melba, the artist who exalted this dish 

to the rank of an ideal."" 

It m:lcht well be thought that an impossible contradiction 

presents itself in the example of seemingly varyinc views. Above cited 

references have already establlshed the characterising presence of 

an aristocratie culture on London's Society scene in the late 

Victorian-Edwardian period. In her discussion for example, of the 

great political and social bostesses, the Countess of Warwick refers 

to their livel,y leadership and duration untU the period of the First 

World War. In the first volume of her autobio,raphy (1920) as well as 

in More or Less About Myself (1933), the Countess of Oxford and 

Asquith, the wife of the Liberal prime minister, marries the Victorian 

and Edwardian ages to the general attributes of public decorum, 

graeeful behaviour, talented men and women, and the proportion al 

vlrtues of an intimate less hectic social life. Rowever in the 

Edwardian phase, authors wo identify the pronounced effects of 
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Society's 'parvenu' infiltration. Conflicting references to the 

discernible character and tone of Society indicate the extent to wh1ch 

its discernible features were themselves becoming diversified. This 

may be seen to largely explain the equivocal reaction of Society 

toward the publicity factor of the "professional beauties". reflected 

in subsequent memoir references. The expansion of Society into a 

numericaUy larger entity had brought with it the increasing inabillty 

of its members to react or operate knowingly or otherwise. with the 

same coherence that would have been known to the 'select circle' of 

the 16605. Hemoir recollections therefore reflect an experience in 

the process of adaptation. At any tilDe in its urban history. London 

Society could be defined in one of two connected ways; firstly. as a 

caste-like membership perforndng certain group activities or. secondly; 

as a set of certain activities performed by participants. whatever 

their association. In the Victorian epoch, Society was governed by an 

essentially caste association giving s1multaneous expression to both 

defining forms. The phenomenon of the parvenu had always been known 

to Society but bis adaptation and assimilation had, in the past been 

a comparatively Iradual process. The enlargement of Society in the 

closi.ng phase of the nineteenth century proved exceptional for Us 

accelerated pace. Society had begun to embody the 'mix' of Us 

aristocratie core increal5ingly set in a growing sea of socially 

broadening associations. In thil5 context of relative experience and 

subjectivity of memory, such changes as those relating to the 

emergence of new wealth, may perhaps be likened to stray paint drops 

on a large historical canvas; dependi.nc on the perspective of the 
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viewer, they might be aU but invisible barely disrupting the rich 

setting of pattern and design; or conversely, once recognised, glaring 

scars that ruin the pu rit Y of what once was whole. 

This is not to say, that the evaluating recognition of change 

where evident, is always necessarily negative. The regretting view of 

the generation of the mid-Victonans, exemplified in such audible 

voices as Lady Dorothy Nevill, was the view of those necessarily near 

the close of life and very aware of changes in Society's composition 

and tone that appeared to mock the experience of their own example. 

The generations of their children and ,randchildren however, were in 

part, necessarily the product of the late Victorian setti.ng in which -

having taken up the reins of life - they were still capable of being 

influenced and formed. They could therefore be that much more 

accepting of Society's c1.iDtate of adaptation to which they felt little 

emotional need to compare an earller time and its necessarily 

different circumstances of life. A typical example of this may he seen 

in FQrty Years On in which Lord Ernest Hamilton welcornes the 

democratising exPansion of Society as an agent which had helped 

liberate it from the once exagaerated formalities and insular 

etiquette of its IDembers.a However, even in this, Lord Ernest can not 

entirely deny the leaacy of 1ùs inheritance adding; "Of course, in 

certain directions, there have been irreparable losses ... losses of the 

sacred customs and traditions which moulded the lives of preoeding 

'enerations .... For aU these vanished alories and joys we shed the sad 

t .. U ear .... A note such as this, of poignant reflection, articulates 

positive as well as negative aspects of the phenomenon and effects 
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of change. It represents a common feature in memoir allusions and 

illustrates first and foremost, the extent to which memoir authors 

admittedly acknowledge the passina of a distinctive era of experience. 

With the close of the Kdwardian period, Society had come to no 

longer embody simply, the small community of a landed aristocratic 

homogeneity. It had begun to reflect a wider, 1ess easily defined 

me mbership, including the upper echelons of a forceful middle class 

culture. A comparable 'sign-post' indicative of change, as well as of 

Boclety's ab1l1ty to adapt, llaY be soea in the 'careers' of two Society 

f:1gures and memoir authors, the slsters Lady Duff Gordon and IUinor 

Glyn. 

Lucy and IUinor Sutherland were born into a somewhat it.inerant 

but self-consclousl.y old fam1l.y tradition. Their father was the iast 

descendant of the Lord Duffus who had been a follower of the 'Oid 

Pre tender' Prince James Stuart, while their mother was the daughter 

of one Col. Thomas Saunders and Fanny Wllcocks, daughter of Sir John 

Wilcoclus of Dublin. Lucy and Kllnor's parents had both been raised in 

the colonial Ontario of the 18505 to which their parents had 

emigrated, and where their familles had preserved a community of 

relatively cultlvated and aristocratic associations. As a civil 

engineer Douglas Sutherland travelled with bis bride and hoped of 

amassing a fortune - with which he had planned to re-claim an old 

famlly title and in wbich he proved unsuccessful. Lucy was born in 

London and Klinor a year later in Jersey on dates unspecified in their 

memoirs but at a point in the late 186015 or early 18705. After the 

premature death of their father, the sisters and their mother 

, 
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retumed to Canada and to the 'ranch' of their maternal grandparents. 

'rhere they imbibed the values of an aristocratie sense of self-regard, 

social discipline and community dut y which were arguably, ail the more 

sharpened by the comparative hardships of the setting. The widow 

Sutherland re-married one Mr. Kennedy and returned to the British 

Isles with her daughters. Mrs. Kennedy's marrlage proved to be 

unsuccessful and after her husband's thankful death in 1889, settled 

in London with Elinor who in turn was married in 1892. Lucy had 

married a few years earlier in the later 1880s. Both marriages, if not 

spectacular were wholly desi:::able by way of being appropria te and 

conventional. The husbands were of 'good family' and afforded for 

their brides, as ooly marriage so often coÙld, the means for a young 

lady to ach1eve broadened social experience and a place in Society. 

In these social origins and circumstances of marriage, the 

Sutherland sisters may, thus far, be regarded as unexceptional. 

Although marriage was the prescribed nom for virtually ail women of 

every social strata, Lucy and 81inor's experience was typical of Many 

'ientle-women' particularly in the more anonymous corners of 

Society's llfe. In instances where penury difficulties might have 

existed, marriage was the recoenised and familiar solution with Society 

as a 'reward' or 'compensation' if, and when such marriages were 

otherwise not whoUy welcomed or successful in themselves. In the 

context of the nineteenth century's rlgid codes with reference to the 

proprieties of social discipline and 'observable' niceties of public 

morality - the usual fate of female individuals without private means 

could often involve the following scenario. These figures might leave 
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but not divorce their husbands. accept the charity of some senior 

relation. be regarded as a tragic figure in an atmosphere of 

tastefully retiring reticence and forever compensate for the social 

embarrassment of a failed marr:laae. The marrlage vows themselves 

would remain insoluble. both in terlDs of the dictates of the Church 

of England. but also. perhaps more meaningfully. as a foundation in 

the class discipline and coherence of the social system. Divorces in 

Society remained a rarity into the 1930s and were difficult and 

costly to attain. In the late nineteenth century divorced persons 

could not be presented at Court or gain entry to the Royal Enclosure 

of Ascot. Ladies who were divorced were considered to be "not quite 

nice.".. It was however in the deviation from these establlshed 

patterns of convention and practice that the Sutherland siaters 

became unique and ultimately indicative of Society's increas!ng 

suaceptibility to changes of influence and attitude. To this. they 

contributed in the pursuit of 'professional careers' in dress-making 

and novel-writing that, in the earller social context of the mid­

nineteenth century would have been as ineonceivable as it would have 

seemed repuanant. 

Lucy's marriage falled after live years, a victim of her 

husband·s chronie alcohollsm. In electina to divorce him and left alone 

with a baby daughter. Lucy and her mother were financially very 

compromised in the e:xpensive divorce proceedings. As of the early 

18905. having always made her own dresses including one or two as a 

ldndness for friends. Luey beian to do so professionally. What was 

perhaps more remarkable than even her subsequent meteoric success 

1 
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was the precedent such an innovation entaUed. In her memoirs of 1932 

Lucy, by then Lady Duff Gordon and professionally known as "Lucille", 

writes; 

1 shall never forget the wall of prejudice whioh 1 had to 
storm. To begin with 1 was one of the first women, tf not 
aotually the very first of my class, to go into the 
business world, and 1 lost oaste terribly in doing it at 
the start of my venture. Old family friends oame and 
solemnly warned me and my mother of the utter 
impossibillty of my goina into "trade" ... the very word was 
spoken wlth baited breath, as thouch it was onJ.y one 
shade better than goins in for crime. 1 was told that 
nobody would know me tf l "kept a shop"; it would be bad 
eno~h for a man but for a woman it would Mean social 
ruin. 

Insomuch as Lady Duff Gordon herself, can account for her 

subsequent success and fame in both social as well as professional 

terms, her memoirs narrate the theme of a 'rags to riches' ascent 

accredited to abllity and fortltude of oharacter. She recalls the 

initial drudgery of designing and maldng dresses for the occasional 

women who employed her. and her anticipation that, by word of mouth, 

other clients IDiaht follow. She initially had no advertisement beyond 

the gossip of such women who spread, as the author describes lt, 'the 

pathetlc story of a young mother trying to earn a livina for herself 

and her dauchter' .• Ker credibllity among satisfied oustomers 

established itself. One or two ladies who had admired ber olotbes in 

the past comadssioned tea gowns and were deUchted with the result. 

Ker first public professlonal success was achieved in an amateur 

charity performance or,anised by Lord Rosslyn, the Countess of 

Warwick's stepfather. The dresses were much admired and were 

attributed to her in the programme.t7 Lady Duff Gordon subsequently 
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designed her sister's wedding dress eliciting favourable comment and 

further orders ensued, includ.ing the dress for the wedding of Sir 

Ernest Cassers daughter Maud to Wilfred Ashley in 1901.48 There were 

also the seasonal rush orders for presentation dresses at Court. 

Despite her class origins, her professional career was soon assured. 

The extent to which she transcended even this to become once again, 

not only lmown to Society' but indeed feted as one of its stars is 

suggested in a memoir passage. As Lady Duff Gordon writes; "Gradually 

the new venture which had been regarded by so many of mother"s 

friends as a lamentable eccentricity on my part came to he accepted 

as an established fact, and tha women whorn 1 had fitted in my 

workrooms in the morning were eager to have me as a auest in their 

homes at night .... "Ü In the early Edwardian period feminine Society 

appeared 'en masse' at the sumptuous show room of 17 Hanover Square 

for wbat became the first fashion show, complete with beautiful 

modele, a parading 'runway' and mood or theme-names for the various 

dresses. Among the excited audience were Princess Alice Countess of 

Athlone, Lily Langtry, the Duchess of Westminster and Margot Asquith. 

The afternoon proved a brilliant success and was reaarded as 

something of a phenomenon. 

Lady Cuff Gordon and her "venture' were a soclal success 

because she had become fashionable and this in turn had been 

engendered by the patronage of certain ladies among Society's 

leadership. These had come to include Adeline, Duchess of Bedford, 

Mrs. Freeman Thomas, (afterwards Lady Willingdon), Mrs. Willie James, 

Lily Langtry, and perhaps Most loyally, Margot Asquith. It was 



1 58 

however in this simple fact of her fashionabllity that Lady Duff 

Gordon"s experience was indicative of subtle cllmate changes in social 

influences and perception. Port y years earlier it would not have been 

imaginable that a quality of sophistication, elegance or fashion could 

he associated with the public act of either buying, or viewing dresses 

presented for sale. These qualities could have been associated with 

the presentation of a dress in its intended setting as a visual "fait 

accompli' but the act of purchase Mas a functional procedure, perhaps 

enjoyable, but nontheless contained within a functional context - both 

physically as well as socially. As Lady Duff Gordon writes; "no body 

had thought of develop~ the social side of choosing clothes, of 

serving tea and imitating the setting of a drawing room. Trying on, or 

selecting clothes, was a thing of as much secrecy as fitting a wooden 

lea might he expected to be."se 

In a sibl.ing parallel, Lady Duff Gordon" s sis ter Elinor Glyn 

shared a comparable passage of experience. The latter's novel writing, 

which had begun as a recreation duri.na a period of illness and 

convalescence became, with subsequent publication a 'success de 

scanda!' in Society. In her lDemoir RQmaotio Adyenture IUmor Glyn" s 

references to her undertaking a literary career echo her sister's 

earlier predicament. In order to contest financial pressures in paying 

her husband's debts and effectively helping to pro vide for her family, 

the author decided to write professionally but not without a certain 

Society censure. "rs. Glyn writes; "In the first plaoe, 1 "las al.most 

the first Society "loman to become a novelist, and this was an 

innovation not well looked upon ... ,'·51 Rer novels furthermore, involved 
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plot scenarios of an amorou5 nature based on and reflective of 

Society settings. This was inevitably regarded, particularly 1 by 

senior elements in Society 1 as being ail too suggestive of publ1city 

and indiscretion, as well as of immorality. 

Elinor Glyn's first novel The yisits of Elizabetb first 

pUbllshed in serial form in the "World" in the late 1690s and then as 

a book, dealt with the theme of a young woman's thoughts and 

perceptions of Society written in a diary format. With reference to 

its public reception l'Irs. Glyn wrltes; "One or two old ladies wrote to 

the papers and said it was shockingly immoral, but they were answered 

superbly by a wit who signed himself "Toby Belch" and my friends were 

aU del.1ghted with it.,,52 In the "World", The Visits of Elizabetb had been 

publlshed anonymously and could therefore be subsequently regarded 

as a playful exercise. Soci'aty was intrigued as to the identity of the 

author, as he or she obviously was intimate with the mate rial. As 

Elinor Glyn explains, her decision to make subsequent use of her own 

name was first carefully considered and advice was solicited from 

friends and supporters, including the Countess of Warwick.U Although 

her moral adoption of a professionai stance met with a correspondingly 

more censorious approach on the part of elements in Society - the 

meaningfulness of Any damaging or lasting penalty can not be 

discerned. 

The extent to which Lady Duff Gordon and IUinor Glyn 

ultJ..mately .. ere not 'socially ruined' by their descent into 

professionalism and trade are indicative of the changing of tone and 

character in Society life. Their significance was not in setti.ng an 
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example followed immediately by hundreds of Society ladies nor in their 

conquering social resistance and winning Society's unqualified and 

total approbation. These factors are in any event, arguable heyond 

the accurate measurement of confirmation or denial. The tone of their 

respective memoirs very much suggest the 'memory of the battle won', 

the breaki.ng down of initial and ultimately inconsequential resistance 

and prejudice on the road to triumph. One May confidently imagine 

that even while earnest friends of her mother's generation had warned 

Lucy Duff Gordon of the social disaster that would he visited upon 

her, the social scene was already prepared, knowingly or otherwise. 

for a different reaction. The socially more informa! sense of ease 

with which Edwardian Society evidently embraced the ~ovations of 

fashion and attitudinal approach typified in the career of Lady Duff 

Gordon; suggest that Society Mas adapting its convention-bound 

earller Victorian character to an atmosphere of change and 

experimentation. As Lady Duff Gordon writes; "The coronation dresses 

for the Edwardian beauties hearlded a more lavish, less restricted 

era. People relaxed ... women hegan to spend more and think more about 

their clothes."M Although certain senior elements were apt to he 

disapprovi.ng, Society was clearly beginning to spaak with a diversified 

voice and one in which the senior influence of agina Dowagers could 

evidently not impose nor represent a collective unit y of response. 

When Lady Duff Gordon introduced a new generation of silken, 

uncorsetted underclothes, many were shocked at what they regarded 

as an almost llcentious luxury, but such a legitimate figure as 

Adeline, Duchess of Bedford was among the first to celebrate this 

, 
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more comfortable and humanly natura! development; the author adding, 

"1 never heard that her virtue suffered in Any way through this 

departure from Vietorianism:'U 

It ls true however, that one consequence of explicit censure 

was made manifest in the inability to appear at Court (although ' 

before her career' Blinor Glyn was presented in 1898). Throughout the 

nineteenth century people eligible for acceptance in society were 

ellgible for presentation at Court. Indeed this presentation was both 

the privilege if not the actual de finition of membership in Society -

although in the homogeneous and aristocratie environment of the mid­

century, this nicety was re"arded as an 'understood thing', The 

practice was, that outside of the dominating presence of the 

aristocracy, upper gentry and senior clergy, people in the theatre, 

trade, or business were not permitted.58 In the 1860s, bankers such as 

Child, Coutts, Cocks and Drummond were the only exceptions. Among the 

law, barclsters of good famUy were received, but not solicitors.5T In 

the memoir allusions of Lady Duff Gordon and IUinor Glyn the exclusion 

from Court is however. significantly not seen as indicative of either 

the spirit or consequence of meaningful social censure. Ail her 

career, Lady Duff Gordon enjoyed the affectionate patronage of 

several members of the Royal FamUy. One May conclude that the 

handicap of non-el.i.gibUity at Court had begun to cease to correspond 

to a legitimate majority sense of moral conviction or 50cial 

disapproval. In Any event, the case examples of Lady Duff Gordon and 

Elinor Glyn confirm that the1r 'place in Society' was only marginally 

affected. Beyond the patronage and admittedly formidable resistance 

1 
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of Society's dowager ladies, memoir references testify to the 

continuity of the si. ... ~er·s Society associations and practices. They 

still retained any number of aristocratie friends; ",ere st.ill invited 

to dine at their dinner-tables and join their country-house parties; 

they still travelled abroad and continued to cultivate aristocratie 

and royal relationships. Their references to daughters 'now grown up', 

note in parenthesis, the titled prefixes that denoto, intentionally, or 

otherwise, the ",ood marriages' they later secured ... :my dear little 

Bsme' (now Lady Halsbury) .... Hy daughter Margot (now Lady Davson) ... my 

son when he was at Bton', and so forth . 
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CRAPTBR TRRII 

It i5 useful to clarify that this chapter is concerned with 

some among the more evident aspects of Society'a continuity in the 

inter-war period. It was in response to the spiritual and mate rial 

privations of the First War World that Society attempted to 'return 

to' a pre-war precedent of mate rial comfort and unrestricted 

enjoyment, resurrected in the structure of the Season and its ritual 

round of activities. The social consequences of the war are 

specifically conaidered in the context of the Fourth chapter, however 

something of these aspects must inevitab1y be alluded to, or he 

implied, in this chapter's concern with the modes of continuity in 

Society's inter-war practices and processes. 

The consideration of these social and psychological processes 

can sometimes be difficult to differentiate from the often more 

farniliar instances of departure and change that have historically come 

ta characterise the period. For examp1e, an enthusiaam for dancing 

and other forms of revelry whUe initially operating wlthin a largely 

traditional Society framework nonetheless may he seen as having come 

to demonstrate a spirit of innovation in their character and tone. In 

tlù.s sense the argumentative concerna of chapter three may he 

appreclated on the one hand, as an introduction to the more 

commanding theroe of change in the in'ter-war phase; but on the other 

hand also as a means of observing Society's capacity to absorb and 

adapt while it still could, instances of innovation and disharmony into 

convention and consensus. 
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It ls in the echo of both certain attitudinal responses to 

experience as well as in the tradition al structure and ritualised 

context of London Society life, that a theme of community may he 

identified in characteristic memoir references to the 1920s and 1930s. 

Hemoir allusions that suggest a sense of continuity in a 

shared Society experience, are almost entirely focused in the memory 

of a club-like comraderie and playfulness, with London and the Season 

st.il.l recalled as an intimate stage for seemingly exclusive 

association. Within the context of this urban environment a particular 

awareness of certain aristocratie fixtures and figures, including 

Society's hostesses, largely characterise memoir references, as well 

as an appreciation for the politesse, social subtlety and leadership 

their presence on the scene entailed. Present as well, in relevant 

memoir allusion is the indication that certain former aspects of 

change in Society's Victorian context, have now been absorbed and 

adapted ioto the evolving social climate. 

The social experience of London Society in the period following 

the end of the 1914-1918 wal..·. despite whatever degree of innovation 

and change with w1ùch it ndght otherwise he associated. nonetheless 

produced modes of continuity and cOlDIDunity. At its structural or 

organisational level. Society re-established its pre-war character. 

Hemoir allusions clearly identJ..fy the return of the London season and 

with it, the universal desire that the material restrictions and 

emotional hardships of the war he gladly cas\:, off. The first seasons 

after the war proved a SUlDptuouS effort to resurrect pre-war 

standards in Society entertainment and functions. It is perhaps 
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appropria te to first note tbis spirit of revival with regard to the 

monarchy. As titular Head of State. King George V, having ascended 

the throne in 1910, continued to reign as the fountain-head of honour 

and at the apex of Society with the charismatic young Prince of Wales 

as its tacit leader - the role bis grandfather, Edward VII had enjoyed 

in the Victorian epoch. The personal sobriety and modest appetites 

of George V did not pre vent bis acceptance of a stately munificence 

in court ceremonial, and in this, he was of like-mind with the social 

impulses of Society, if not the nation at large. In the diaries of Sir 

Henry "Chips" Channon, an invaluable document to the social and 

political eddies of London life in the inter-war years. the author 

describes an early manifestation of this effort to return to the 

grandeur of pre-war days in references to the state visit of the King 

and Queen of Belgium to London in 1921; " ... the highlight of the State 

Visit of the King and Queen of the Belgians was the Court Bail at 

Buckingham Palace, where it seemed that the French Court of Louis XIV 

had been revived when the King and Queen danced a quadrille with their 

royal guests. A dancing master had been enaaged the week bafore to 

rehearse the Dukes of Northumberland and Abercom for their parts in 

the dance,,,l A subsequent Court Ball during the visit of the King and 

Queen of Rumania was equally as grand; " ... the Foreign Office people 

and courtiers were in white and green and gold. At about ten, the 

royalties entered and bowed to the Corps Diplomatique, whose bench 

15 on the right of the throne.,,2 Even Sir Henry's reference to a 1923 

Court Levee, a comparatively prosaic function, intended in the main, 

for junior officers with new promotions, suggests the thankful appeal 
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of the COI.lrt'.s social revival; 

It is a gorgeous male sight a levee ... much preening and 
red and plumes and pomp and tightly fitting tunics and 
splendid Eng1ish faces .... Suddenly l heard Lord Cramer cP..ll 
out 'Mr. Channon to be presentedp

• l advanced a few 
paces with as much dignity as possible and. in front of 
me. on a dais surrounded by the Court and the Diplomatie 
Corps. was the King. He seemed to have something 
oriental about him. something almost of a Siamese 
potentate. and l bowed very low. He dropped his head. 
as if to grunt. ;nd r backed two paces, and then turned 
and walked away. 

In his memoirs A King's StQr:l. (1951) the Duke of Windsor suggests as 

well. something of the palatial decorum of comparable gatherings with 

referenee to a Diplomatie reception as "an impressive spectacle. this 

stately procession of ambassadors. ministers. councillors, 

secretaries. and attaches of embassies in Court dress or uniform. 

with their wives with trains and feathers. the men making their bows 

before the Queen. the women their curtsies.',4 

.J\.lst as the Court again resumed its pre-war role. 50 too as 

memoir references indicate. did Society itself. Not only were royal 

receptions. balls. garden parties and presentations revived, but the 

season itself soon re-established its ritual calendar. The first 

Derby after the war was followed by a festive Ascot, both of which 

broke all. attendance records. There was polo at the London clubs 

while yachts were refitted for Cowes week. Tennis at Wimbledon and 

professional cricket again became fashionable as well as sporting 

attractions. Hunting lodges in the north of England and Scotland were 

readied for their absentee landlords. Hound packs 1 depleted or 

disbanded during the war. were re-formed.S The opera and ballet 

seasons returned, with Dame Nellie Helba at Covent Garden and the 
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RU5sian Imperial Ballet released for continental tours after the 

Revolution .. :Übeit now without its Imperial patronage and prefix.6 

In the e.:lrly 19205. London society represented .:l return to an 

.~lmost Edwardian assertion of comfortable ease .:lnd material di5play. 

'l'he satellite system of London's great houses despite the hardships 

that had affected many of their noble families. threw \')ff the dust­

sheets and re-opened te ail their pre-war splendour. Their imposl..ng 

locations continl.led te create the sarne stately stage setting for 

gracieus entertaining that they had afforded in the Victorian era. and 

continued to be indeed legendary for their various charms and 

features. The gardens of Devonshire House and Landsdowne House 

together stretched from Piccadil.ly to Berkeley Square; Crewe House. 

off Curzon Street. was famous for its particularly fine ballroom; 

Spencer HOl.lse and Bridgewater House. overlooked Green Park and were 

prized for their exquisite furniture. In Park Lane. overlooking Hyde 

Park. a constellation of houses included. Brook House. left to Lady 

Louis Mountbatten by her grandfather Sir Ernest Cassel; Dudly House 

and Grosvenor House. home of the Duke of Westminster; there was as 

well, Dorchester House and Londonderry House. The eleventh Duke of 

Bedford maintained two houses in Belgrave Square and kept both fully 

staffed, but only stayed there twice a year when he visited the 

Zoological Society.T In frequent instances. memoir allusions cite the 

l.lnderstandable appeal of the social tife that these aristocratie 

settings could dispense to their visitors. however grand or anonymous. 

In the spring of 1921, as Prince of Wales. the Duke of Windsor later 

recalled; 
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l went to parties at many of these fine houses, where 
forma! dinners were still served on gold and silver 
plates by footmen in the famUy livery with knee 
breeches, white stockinss, buclded shoes, and powdered 
hair. One of the MOst str:1king of these parties was 
iiven by Lady Wimborne at Wimborne House in Arlington 
St.reet, where severa! hundred guests, including King 
Alfon.so XIII of Spain, danced under the romantic llght 
shed by thiusand of candles in massive bronze dore 
chandeliers. 

In a letter to Kvelyn Waugh, Lady Pansy Lamb, remembering her 

'coming out" as a debutante in 1922 writes that; "though neither smart 

nor rich l went to three dances in lùstorlc houses, Norfolk House, 

H G H ~ Dorchester ouse, rosvenor ouse .... In Society, certainly among 

those who could be recognised as undeniably 'smart and rich', 

entertaining could remain as luxurious as it was carefully considered 

and executed. In the Dianes of Sir Henry Channon, the author's 

refined and somewhat Proustian sensibillties unapologeticaily assert 

bis dellght with Society's restored world of epicurean pleasure, 

privilege and rank. In bis own Diaries, the erstwhile diplomat and 

parliamentarian Harold Nicholson playfully depicts the image of 

Channon in the earl)' 193015, Hanoverian in splendid self-assurance and 

cocooned in material beauty. 

Oh my God how rich and powerful Lord Channon has 
become! There 115 bis house in Belgrave Square next door 
to Prince George, Duke of Kent .... The house is ail Regency 
upstairs with very carefully draped curtains and Madame 
Recamier sofas and wall-paintings. Then the d.ining-room 
is entered through an orange lobby and discloses itself 
suddenly as a copy of the blue room of the Amalienburg 
near Munich - baroque and rococo an~. what-ho and oh­
no-no and aU that. Very fine indeed. 

This was Channon's verdiot as well on an evening in which he played 

host to both Kina Edward vm and Prince Paul of Yugoslavia, Channon 
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pronounced that his dining room "looked a cascade of be al.l t,y • for t,he 

t.able seemed literally to swim with Dresden."ll 

These memoir glimpses of certain enduring fe,stl.lres in the 

structure and substance of London's SOl::iety life in the 1920s. 

indicate an apparent ccmtinl.lity in both practice and decorum. The 

revival of COllrt ceremonial at the close of the war re-established it 

once again as an integral. if formal ingredient in the long established 

routine of Society and public life in London. The public role of the 

monarchy did not of course embody the total experienee. nar even 

.always engage the interest of Society as a whole. but the Crown's 

perennial presence on the social scene represented a fixed point in 

the order of things, Mernoir allusions to the very existence of the 

Court. and the seeming timelessness of its functions. can suggest in 

and of themselves. the continuity in both structure and decorum of 

thls formal aspect of Society life. Sir Henry Channon's impressed 

references to the deliberate ceremonial of King George V's first 

courts after the war echo a long legacy of comparable descriptions in 

the eanon of English letters, including such comparatively recent 

authors as Henry Greville and Sir Almeric Fitzroy. These correspond 

to the Victorian period in which the purely constitutional. moral, and 

ceremonial aspect of the monarchy was consolidated. As suggested. 

these allusions can often evoke an appreciative sense of the inherent 

order and dignity the Crown made manifest. and which in tum. it could 

be thought to promo te and foster. Similarly. the Duke of Windsor's 

allusion to the particularly aristocratie ingredient of London's great 

territorial houses is also a the me , richly cited in the histories of 

, 
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Society's tife. 

In fl.lrther evidence of a ql.lality of continuity and community, 

rnemoir references to the 19205 can also sllggest an intimate and 

familial aspect in Society's shared experience. In describing London 

dl.lring these ye.ars. the celebrated fashion arbiter .and social figure 

Diana Vreeland writes in her memoirs Il..'l... (1984) "In 1926, before Iole 

lived in London, we'd come over to England for a visit. Now London in 

1926 was a big, good-natured town - it ran the world don't forget. 

There wasn't the mixture of blood and nationalities that London has 

today and which l find terribly exciting. In those days, you were 

either Cockney or you were a West Ender - period.,,12 In an equally 

breezy tone, the American stage and screen actress Tallulah Bankhead, 

in her mm recollections (1952) a1so describes London in terms of 

having been a 'big good-natured town'. The reader is 1eft with a sense 

of manage able scale, proportion, and of mutual recognition among 

participants. As with Victorian Society memory, titled personalities 

dotninate the author's recollections while interesting, humorous and 

occasionally provocative anecdotes of human encounter and 

consequence, evoke the appreclative sense of English politesse. 'sang-

froid' and social cohesion. Miss Bankhead writes; "The English were 

great ones for throwing charity balls, garden parties, costume 

charades. At a drop of a Homburg ail of London's 'jeunesse doree' 

wOl.lld tog themselves out in masquerade. At these routs l might be 

,Jean Borotra, Cleopatra, [or] one of the Medicis.,,13 In celebration of 

herself, the author continues; 

Remember Kimbolton .... lt ls the ancestral home of the Duke 
of Manchester. What was l doing there? l was the house 



71 

guest of Lord Mandeville. son of the Duke .... "y name was 
readily identifiable from Soho to the Strand, from 
Limehouse to Chequers. Beaverbrook used to say that 
there were only two people in the realm who could be 
identified by any costermonger on hearing their given 
na me - Steve and Tallulah. Steve was Donoghue - great 
Knglish jockey. In headlines and on sandwich slans, the 
newspapers found "Tallulah" a satisfying and sufficient 
tag. Anything said or done by the Prince of Wales, 
Bernard Shaw ff Tallulah rated page one. continued Max 
[Beaverbrookl. 

These images of London life in the 19205 do indeed imply 

evident qualities of continuity and community. They include the 

continued presence on the scene of titled participants engaged in 

famlliar activities of group association. London itself has clearly 

retained an identifiable atmosphere of 'well-bred' friendliness that 

might easily be llkened to an earlier t1me. Rowever, present as well 

in these references is the indication of the adaptability that had 

effectively evolved yesteryear's instances of change into subsequent 

standards of accepted, or at least. tolerated normality. The advent. 

in the Victorian-Kdwardian era of leading elements in the theatrlcal 

profession. as well as the phenomenon of publicity associated with the 

press. may now be seen as established features. In the period before 

the 18805, the social notoriety of an actress micht have been fanrlllar 

to Society but Society would not, as a rule, have been the province 

in which she could have asserted herself. A 'bohemian' community of 

artists. thinkers and social originals, invariably expressive of a lack 

of conventionality. had always existed on the London scene, but this 

and Society's worlds had remained distinctly apart. In the eighties 

this had begun to chanae - Lily Langtry's gesture of going on the 

stage; the patronage of th1.s effort by the Prince of Wales; the 

i -, 
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gradua! real1sation on Society's part that such an innovation might be 

interpreted as merely a new exerclse in feminine competitiveness and 

fashionable assertion; ail these had hel.ped produce the consequent 

fusion with society, of artistic London. The socia! experience and 

'professiona!' careers of Lucy Duff Gordon and Elinor Glynn further 

confirmed the social changes that were taking place in the Edwardian 

scene. In this sense a figure such as Tallulah Bankhead might easily 

he regarded as a postwar benefactor of a more social.ly relaxed 

informality in Society's practices. 

This is easily confirmed in Steps in Time (1959), the 

remùdscences of Fred Astaire, the great stage and screen dancer. 

Astaire and bis sister Adele, llke Bankhead and Vreeland found London, 

for aU its enjoyment and adventure, to be ordered, gente el and polite. 

However, more significantly, they too were easily accepted, feted and 

welcomed into a casuall.y democratic environment of country-house 

parties, night-club suppers and formal dinners. The brilliant success 

of the Astaire's London show "Stop Flirting" brought with it not only 

the patronage of an adoring public but in particular, the friendship of, 

among others, the Prince of Wales, the Duke and Duchess of York and 

Prince George, later Duke of Kent, who became a boon companion.lS 

Indeed, the theatrical world's attachment to Society was realised in 

the potential for more forma! 'rapprochement'. Whereas T allulah 

Bankhead had 'played hard' but apparently refused those peers who had 

offered her marriage, Adele retired from the stage in 1931 to marry 

Lord Charles Cavendish. a younaer son of the Duke of Devonshire. The 

Duchess did not entirely welcome this union and expressed little 
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confidence in it, for which re.~son she declined to sponsor ber 

d.:t1Jghter-in-l.~w at her first presentation at Court in ,June of 1932. 16 

Although indeed Adele was soon .:tccepted as a suitabl~ if unique 

addition to the family, it remains in any event noteworthy that in the 

evolving if rel.'lxed institl.ltional relationships of the post-war 

setting, three somewhat Ilnlikely people could daim a fanruy bond to 

one another: Adele Astaire. Harold Macmillan and Kathleen Kennedy. a 

daughter of the American ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy - the first two 

having married children of the ninth Dl..tke of Devonshire. while Kathleen 

married the heir to the tenth Duke. 

In .'1 comparable adaptation to change the phenomenon of 

publicity, which many among the Victorians had regarded as the 

intrusion of .'ln encroaching bourgeois public - by the 1920s had become 

an indelible featllre of life. By the 1920s a contending profusion of 

Ulustrated social and human interest magazines kept its readership 

apace with the fashionable activity of London's restored social high 

life. The "Tatler". the "Sporting and Dramatic". "The Graphic", and "The 

Sphere". supplied pictures of titled men and women at meets of the 

Quorn or the Pytchley. at Goodwood or Ascot, at the Eton and Harrow 

match. and at Cannes or Biarritz. l1 The increasingly personalised 

publicity interest in Society that had first asserted itself in the 

"professional beauties" was now an integral aspect of Society 

activity. In another above cited reference from her recoilections, 

Miss Bankhead's celebration of her fame is largely associated with her 

being 'front page news' as someone who was known to ail London and 

formaily confirmed in the press to having known ail London. Lord 
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Beaverbrook's echo of this remark is immediately fam1llar to the 

contemporary ear, suggestive of the extent to which attention by the 

press has become not merely an accepted, but sought after forum. 

Inasmuch as one can measure Society's evolving character and 

form in the 1920's, adapti.ng and il\corporating observable features of 

evolution into a continuity of practice, the biographer Hugo Vickers 

bas effectively evoked a sense and quality of the tilDes in bis !ife of 

Cecil Beaton. As the artistic and sensitive son of inartistic and 

suburban parents, Beaton's youthful arudeties vis-a-vis concerns of 

career, friendship, social status, and the allure of Society's world of 

seeming glamour, distinction and opportunity, furn1sh, in the study of 

this man, a means of appraising London social life in the inter-war 

period. Beaton's efforts to realise his social ambitions expre.ssed 

themselves in a tireless and resourceful cultivation of publicity.18 

The objective in particular of advancing bis mother's social position, 

transforming her from conventional housewife into asp1r:ing hostess, 

as well as the orchestration of bis sisters' appearances on the social 

scene, were the principle concerns of bis interest. In a chapter 

entitled 'Anythina for the Uprise', Vickers outlines Beaton's post­

adolescent application to these tasks involving essentially the 

photographing of bis mother and sisters and the sending of the 

results to such Society picture magazines as "The Tatler", the 

"Bystander" and "The Sketch". Beaton and bis mother also participated 

in varieties of local charity and community committees in order to 

meet new people and broaden, in the well worn path of the social 

cl1mber, the opportunity for further advancement. 
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The description of these and other stratagems convincingly 

suggest the restless image of r.;lw)nymous middl.3-clas:=; matrons 

competing for the 'uprise' amidst the would-be 'drawing rooms' and 

'evening receptions' of Hampstead or Bayswater, In its most 

disciplined and artfully successf1.l1 manifestation Society remained for 

the ,aristocracy and upper middle class ,Iln ornamantal vehicle. 

demonstrating the niceties of domestic civilisation ,Ilnd the 'fait 

.accompli' of assl.lred position. However at its 'fringes' Society's 

processes could noW incorporate a wider. more diffused and less 

coherently focl.lsed 'group' experience .and yet still come within the on-

going designation of the increasingly questionable term 'Society', 

The .adaptive shape of Society. reflecting its evolving 

ingredients is Sl.lccinctly described by Sir George Arthur in A 

Septuageoariao's Scrap Book writing in 1933, 

It is not necessary to go back to a recorded Drawing­
Room at Buckingham Palace when the company numbered 
fort y, to recognise that Society ... is to-day a system of 
concentric circles, the outer rings of which ex tend 
themselves round the whole cireumferenee of Sùburbia, 
whlle the innermost core is a little group of intimateB 
immediately surrounding the Sovereign and bis Consort, 

As has already been suggested. a discernible theme in memoir 

allusions to London Society life in the 19205 frequently evokes the 

continuity of an aristocratie ingredient. The historie adaptability of 

British society at large in suecessfully incorporating forces of either 

social or economic transformation, suggests that Society's apparatus 

to do the same - even under preSSl.lre- eould not easily be rendered 

inadequate. London Society life had I.mdergone the influences of 

innovation and change in a period bounded by the 18905 and the post-
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war period of the 19205. The generational regret of Victorians of the 

Uk of Lady Dorothy Nevill and the COl.mtess of Cardigan identify what 

thAY understandably regarded as the disintegration of certain 

patriclan standards of behaviollr. discipline. and sooial tone. Yet 

these were features of life that may inevitably be attributed te a 

particlllar time and place. Society itself as an entity reflective of 

the nation's social and economic leadership. continlled to endure. 

whatever its climatic alterations. The processes of assimilation and 

absorbtion. however taxed. had continlled to operate. The UndOl.lbtedly 

apparent. if faceless swarms of new monied millionaires that Lady 

Dorothy Nevill had identified on the Edwardian scene. were in time 

themselves incorporated into the expanded social tapestry. The 

growing numbers of their familles were peopled by children who could 

benefit from public school educations. This classical education in the 

time-honoured production of the 'English gentleman' had been expanded 

in the \,::ourse of the nineteenth centllry to accommodate and 

incorporate the growing influence of an emergent 'upper middle class' 

culture. As one memoir describes the process in its Edwardian 

I~ontext: "Middle-class millionaires and struggling gentlefolk put the1r 

sons' names down for Eton soon after they are born, and send them on 

to Christ Chureh to acquire the Oxford manner and an acquaintance 

with the young peers, regarding the double acquisition and its entree 

into London drawing-rooms as the ultimate heritage of good fortune 

d t 1 ,,20 .sn paren a care . To whatever degree Society might have ceased 
. , 

to embody the specifie authority of aristocratie landed wealth. once 

associated with various sensibilities of cllstom and practice. this 
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.above cited memoir t"eferenee ls indkative of the sense with whh:h 

Society's aristocratie context had ret.,lined .3. powerful allure and 

prestige. In allowing, as always. for the subjective view- point .:md 

relative experience of memoir .authors. Society references to the 

19205 .9.5 evidenced. can echo the apparent continl.lity of a perceived 

sense of homogeneolls friendliness and unique charm of shareri 

experience. It is thus the case that an adept and alert observer like 

Diana Vreeland. can describe London in the 'twenties' in terms that 

echo the late Victori.an scene of Lady Dorothy Nevill or the Countess 

of Warwick's experience. In the interlude. what May be regarded as 

having been transferred from the one social period to the next. is the 

sllrvival of certain native concerns with concepts of continuity. 

tradition and legitimacy in subtleties of designation and definition. 

The adaptation of Society from a socially and homogeneous aristocracy 

to an expanded upper middle class composition was achieved with the 

consciolls preservation and emulation of established forms and 

traditions. 

By the 1920s. the extent to which Society had established its 

'new' consensus, may be seen as expressed in a significant late­

Edwardian or more specifically Georgian memoir allusion. In the 

remirùscences Intimacies of Court and Society by The Widow of a 

Diplomat (1912). the author effectively suggests an aristocratic 

quality of English uniqueness and familial ease that Society had 

preserved. The advent of new money i5 regarded as having been 

successfully absorbed into the over-riding qualities of Society's 

perceived prestige and charm. The author writes; 
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London society tc-day is undenia bly affeeted by the 
democraey of riches, as is every society of Europe; but 
it 15 still a something pre-eminently worth while by men 
and women of brains and achlevement. of charm and 
beauty. of wealth and lineage. And in spite of the fact 
that the state and splendour of the court of King 
Edward ... were much in the hands of hasts and hostesses 
who came from the great Jewish banking houses of the 
Continent. from the United States. South Africa ... yet 
London remained even then the one capital where it was 
aristocratie ta be poer and equally fashionable to be 
respectable.21 

In .3.nother passage the author continues that; "The oldest and most 

famous familles of the Ilnimpeachable record of lineage, the Almanach 

de Gotha, found London Just as mllch to their l.iki.ng, although success 

there had to be won individually; an ambassador or a foreign prince 

was sometimes less of a social figure than a diplomatie secretary or 

a captain in the Guards. Mere millionaires did not "arrive" ... a 

Rothschild was a 'grand seigneur' perfected in the social graces before 

he became an intimate of the King ... 22 However socially diffident or 

vulgar other millionaires may) or May not have been. sueh defects 

were. as already suggested. smoothed over with the passage of time 

and experience and existed not at ail for their assimilated children 

and heirs. 

For the social observer, both native and foreign, memoir 

allusions to the 19205 would seem to offer a delighted recognition of 

the English 'gentleman' as an immediately identifiable "type", Whether 

or net he now be a baronet or banker. he has retained for the 

observer certain attriblltes of social polish and self-assured ease. 

Allthors sllch as Diana Vreeland and Tallulah Bankhead either admiringly 

or amusedly record the idiosyncrasies of the 'upper class' Englishman 
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in his .':lnvironment. In the latter's (:ase. various young noblemen are 

dted .3.5 socially self-possessed and complacent. as comfortably 'at 

home' in their urban 5etting as their gr.:mdfathers rnight weil have 

been. With reference to the Gener.:ll Strike of 1926. Diana Vreeland 

writes: 

T've known the English. l've known their hearts and 
courage and their fascination and their \::onversation and 
their ways and means - the whole bit .... What l remember 
best about the General Strike was motoring down to 
Maidenhead one day. We were in an open Bentley and l 
was sitting in front with the driver when a man jumped 
on the running board. "Don't be frightened madam." the 
man said. "It's quite ail right. But May l suggest that 
perhaps you might ... yol.l see, we're Just turning a bus 
over down the road, l thought you might be more 
comfortable if you made a slight detour." l've never 
forgotten it .... I 3 think that thol.lghtfulness and manners 
are everything.2 

Perhaps the Most prevalent indication of a theme of continuity 

and comml.lnity in Society's form and character is evidenced in the 

memoir allusion to Society's hostesses. In characteristic memoir 

references to the hostesses of the inter-war period authors evoke 

.3.n appreciative sense of both the leadership and social subtlety their 

calling necessitated. Their field of battle continl.led to be the 

candle-lit dinner table and the drawing room p.ncounter, and in these 

graceful settings men and women of intelligence. talent and ambition 

cOl.lld find a forum of either kindred spirit or stirnulating opposition. 

Insomuch as perhaps any other subject of analysis. the hostesses of 

the 1920s and 1930s typify the inheritance and continuity of Society's 

form and character. They May now have come to reflect the legacy of 

mercantile wealth as much as of territorial aristocracy but 

nonf.:theless with Laura Corrigan filled the void left with the 
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d~parture of their patrician predecessors. In this, they represented 

a n~w substance. but poured into an old mould, with the result. 

producing a subtle blend or renewal .as well as of continuity. 

The often political association of the Victorian hostesses and 

thF!ir salon culture had effectively died with the first world war. The 

Marchioness of Londonderry was almost the sole exception. She was 

wife to the seventh Marquis ,and inherited the social mantle of the 

family on her mother-in-law's death in 1919. Londonderry House again 

became a center for the political luminaries of the day and where as 

many as fifteen hundred guests would gather on the eve of each 

Parliamentary session. Others among the aristocracy's great ladies 

in the twenties. the Duchesses of Portland. Beaufort Rutland. 

Devonshire. Buccleuch. Somerset or Richmond also entert,ained but not 

so readily as in the pre-war fashion. The mounting pressures of 

financial factors. increasingly a concern for the landed classes. as 

well as of indifference. opened the way to the inevitable rise of a 

50cially more representative force in Society. This was reallsed in 

the dominance of a group of ladies who achieved their position not 

merely through unlimited funds but also with certain social quallties 

that had always been required by the Society hostess. In his 

autobiography, John Lehmann describes the necessary criteria; 

A great hostess and creator of a salon needs an 
unflagging curiosity about other people. a flair for 
making them feel at home. or at least stimulated in her 
circle. almost unllmited time to organise her 
entertainments and to devote herself to the pursuit and 
domestication of those rising citebrities her shrewdly 
selective eye has marked down .... 

Among the most familiar of the inter-war hostesses was Mrs. 
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Ronald Greville. the illegitimate daughter Qf a Scottish brewer who had 

married a courtier friend of Edw.9rd VII. the Hon. Ronald Greville. 

Throughout her career Mrs. Greville was subJect to 'mixed reviews' in 

which even the .9ffectionate verdict .9cknowledged her obvious 

snobbery. Arnong the less than affectionate. Harold Nicolson referred 

to her as "nothing more than a fat slug filled with venom ... ,',25 The 

photographer and stage designer Cecil Beaton described her as "a 

galumphing. greedy snobbish old toad ... who did nothing for anybody 

except the rich,',26 It eventually transpired that this was not entirely 

the case. for despite her acerbic temperament. which was often 

spiteful as weil as highly and bald1y competitive. she was frequently 

and anonymously generol.lS ta deserving charities. Memoir allusions can 

also attest to the forcefulness of her personality as its own 

charismatic .:igent for many of those who were drawn to her. Not unllke 

the Ladies Waldegrave and Molesworth before her. both of whom had 

been born into lower middle-class familles. Mrs. Greville was not 

hindered by her origins. She kept two houses. one on Charles Street. 

Mayfair. and the other, Polesden Lacy.27 tirs. Greville's social 

'speciality' was thought ta be royalty and beneath gilt encrusted 

cei..ll.ngs she entertained various members of the Royal family as well 

as the monarchs of Spain. Greece. and Egypt. Her hospitality was 

famed for its opulence and comfort. As with the hostesses of old. 

memoir allusion to their characters. abruties. vanities and 

proclivities. often suggest the wonder of worlds artfu11y complete 

ento themselves. Such a culture could inevitably furnish its 

participants and observers with a wealth in usua11y affectionate but 
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always attentive analysis. The 'milieu' of the hostesses was at once 

both privileged and rarefied as well as intimately human and universal 

- the human comedy in miniature, however lush the setting. In bis 

memoirs Osbert Sitwell recalls an evening that was like "jazz night at 

the Palladium .... All the butlers were drunk - since Maggie was ill -

bobbing up every minute during dinner to offer the Duchess of York 

whisky."a Krs. Greville continued to entertain until the second world 

war. During these years her Charles Street parties might number from 

ten to sixt y guests at dlnner with any number of these titled and 

with her beloved royalty the usual 'piece de resistance,.29 Krs. 

Greville once remarked to Beverley Nichols, the Society columnist that 

"one uses up '50' Many red carpets in a season!,,1 

In almost legendary rivalry with Krs. Greville were the other 

MOSt prominent of the hostesses, Emerald Cunard and Laura Corrigan. 

Lady Cunard came to specialise in a soclally more relaxed but no less 

discriminating entertainment, with a particular accent on guests of 

intellectual and artistic distinction. Her stately house in Grosvenor 

Square provided an almost maaical setting for her salons. Sir Henry 

Channon expansively describes something of its allure, being where; 

... the ireat met the gay, that statesmen consorted with 
Society J and wr1ters with the rich - and where, for a 
year (1936] the drama of Bdward vm was enacted. It had 
a rococo atmosphere - conversation in the candle-llght, 
the eleiance, the bibliots and the books; more, it was a 
rall.yini point for most of London society; ollly those who 
were too stupid to amuse the hostess, and so were not 
invited, were disdainful .... Bveryone else flocked, if they 
had a chance. To some it was the most consummate bilss 
even to cross her threshold. She is as klnd as she ls 
witt y , and her curious mind, and the lilt of wonder in her 
voice when s1e says something calculatedly absurd, are 
quite unique. 1 
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In the friendly chaos of Lady Cunard's gatherings. her guests 

were encouraged to give voiee to their varying talents and charms. 

with the .art .:"If conversation a subtle and mueh en.1oyed chol'eography 

of rhetorie.al skill and playfulness. Memoir allusions and diary entries 

confirm Sir Henry's delighted referenee to the brilliant frivolity of 

Lady Cunard's convers.ation as the emblem of this hostess' mastery 

ovel' her 11.lncheon and dinner tables. In these settings. a self-

consciously exquisite sense of personality play and inter-action was 

cherished by her gl.lests. many of whom, like the musieian and 

condl.lctor, Thomas Beecham, en,loyed her ilie-long patronage. In his 

own reeollection Sir Harold Acton recalled; 

When nothing mattered but the Pl.lrist art, whose essence 
was aU round us like the fragrance of cassia ... Lady 
Cunard had created an ideal setting for a synthe sis of 
the .arts. One could abandon oneself joyfuUy, inhaling 
the luxuriance of sight and soul until one was lapped 
into silence. The pretentiousness that invaded the 
other 'Uterary' houses was absent; there Was never a 
false note .... Life at 1fosvenor Square was thoroughly 
spent. not economised. 

The Society columnist Beverley Nichols Sl.lggests simply that 

Grosvenor Square had been not 50 much a home as a stage set for talk 

'swift. bird-like. inconseql.lential and totally impossible to reproduce', 

The author recalls that "it was all talk. talk, talk. ... Such gossamflt' 

stl.lff cannot be recaptured. And yet for those who heard it, Emerald's 

t.alk was unforgettable. a fabulous sort of cabaret aet,',33 The author 

is careful to remind however that although it was gossamer. there was 

sometimes a tougher substance to it. In a diary entry Cecil Beaton 

confided tha t; 

Emerald's frivolities are 50 entertaining that her 
audience is apt to ignore the scholarly mind whieh 1s her 

1 
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raison d'etre. In effect. the play-.~cting with friends 
during the even~s is only a preliminary for her real 
life of the rnind. 4 

At the time of her death in 1948 Be.ston .sgain wrote that Lady Cilnard 

llved 'dans le vrai' and had been more than a mere social figure. "She 

had a keen eye for spotting the merits of people in most unknown 

places: she was a true patron and pioneer.35 

There is in sllch characteristic eulogy a convincing sense of 

the ql.lintessential aristocrat. The casually achieved air of high 

flippancy. social self-confidence and service and a general ease and 

authority of assertion were qualities readily appreciated and 

embraced by London Society in this American born original. It is not 

difficult consequently to see in Lady Cunard a legitimate successor 

to the great territorial Ladies of the Victorian epoch. Indeed she 

somewhat shared their same social and financial foundation being the 

p-stranged wife of a prosperous English baronet Sir Bache Cunard, even 

if Ms was not a particularly old baronetcy. Queen Victoria had 

conferred the title on Sir Bache's grandfather Samuel in 1859 in 

recognition of his energetic commercialism in founding the celebrated 

s hipping company. 36 

Beverley Nichols has conceded that for the utllitarian and 

practical minded, Lady Cunard and the other noted hostesses of the 

Twenties. -when in the full flower of their showmanship could perhaps 

seern a little ridiculous.37 Their competitiveness and vanities lent 

themselves to caricature as is perhaps ideally suggested in the 

exquisitely executed contre-temps of Mapp and Lucia in E.F. Benson's 

noveis of satirical affection. 
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And yet. however ridiculous or exotic these rare birds of 

5(1l::ial plumage. one may nonetheless se~ ably represented in the 

inter-war hostesses. Society's process of continuity and renewal 

manifest in adaptation. In no one is this process more evident than 

with Laura Corrigan. If IJady Cunard seemed a not inappropriate 

addition to the history of LQndon's salon lionesses. Laura Corrigan'5 

success as a hostess .3.rguably recommends her .9.S the more truly 

characteristic product of the 1920'5. 

In the previol.ls centl.lry Mrs. Gorrigan's progress would not 

have been assured or even likely. althol..lgh it wOl..lld also not have been 

impossible. The careers of the Ladies Waldegrave and Molesworth 

indic.9.ted the historie flexibillty of English Society. However these 

Ladies. .9..S with ail recruits to Society's ranks. were inevitably 

prepared .and dl.lly assirnilated to Society's modes and manners. 

Newcomers were thus effectively equipped to mask any betrayal of 

their former selves that might otherwise have been regarded as 

problematic or at least. requiring a cosmetic veneer of adeql..late 

polish. In this, Mrs. Corrigan may be seen as somewhat unique. The 

daughter of a lumberjack she had married .Jimmy Corrigan. the playboy 

heir to the Cleveland based steel fortune. 38 Mrs. Corrigan first 

arrived in London in 1921 a refl.lgee from her unsuccessful bids to 

enter Cleveland and New York Society circles where she had been 

rejected as an upstart. being thought as socially unpresentable as 

she was intellectually undistinguished. By the rnid 1920s she was 

nonetheless a heroine of London's social life, a position she 

maintained until her death in 1946 when her memorial service was 
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attended, as Brian Masters writes in The Hostesse:;, by "Royalty, 

ambassadors, peers and peeresses of the highest rank, a churchful of 

people who had been fond of her and amused by her."lI 

In advance of this ascendancy Mrs. Corrigan benefited, in a 

combination of luck and desi~n, from a careful stratagem. She bought 

trom Alice Keppal. King Edward VIrs great friend. her house at 16 

Grosvenor Street inheriting not only a first-rate staff but also Mrs. 

Keppel"s 'visitor's book'.t. Krs. Corrigan further employed the services 

of Charlie Sterling, Lady Londonderry's ex-private secretary who (for 

a charitable financial contribution) arranged that bis employer be 

invited to dine with Lady Londonderry. In having been taken in hand 

for a schooling in social survival. not unlike Shaw's Ellia Doolittle. 

by the time the Londonderry's accepted Mrs. Corrigan's return 

invitation her acceptance by Society was assured and at an unusually 

high level of entry. 

Whereas Shaw's IUiza, borrowed by Lemer and Lowe for "Ky 

Fair Lady," upsets the genteel iuests of Mrs. Higgins' box at Ascot 

when the former cheers on her favourite horse with unselfconscious 

Cockney obscenity - tirs. Corriaan's unselfconscious 'Americanese' and 

notorious malapropisms became in her, the de1.ightJ.ng attraction. 

Insomuch as tirs. Corrigan undoubtedly perceived her own appeal there 

must on occasion, have been as much performance as naturamess in 

her public personality but such a distinction is less meaningful than 

the freedolD and reception that allowed her an influential place in 

Society at all.. 

At one levei it 15 easily possible to see in the case of Laura 
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Corrigan the application of Society's estabUshed faclllty to envelop 

new elements into its ranks. She Mas of course extremely wealthy and 

50 suffered no material restraint in pursuina ber socW ambitions. 

And although she was undoubtedly a snob her nerve and uniqueness 

made her endearing as well as refreshing to those she boped to be­

friend. In this) Krs. Corrigan was able to benefit from somethina of 

L.B. Namer's criteria for social elevation and acceptance at the levei 

of oharacter reoognition, a formula as intangible te define as it was 

difficult to contrive. 

In practical terms Nicholas Courtney has suggested that 

"unllke the starchy New York Society, London Soclety has always had 

enough confidence to welcome into lts ranks anyone who 115 thought ta 

he entertaining, provided they hehaved proper!y and follow the rules ... 41 

This confidence bad been bred historically,by a homogenous atmosphere 

of assimilation. uniting an elements in the coberence of a trlbe 

association of self-recognition and preservation. This tradition of 

gradualism as opposed to disintegration could enable a seeming 

generosity of leadership poSSible when the 'game' ls comfortably under 

control. However, whUe Society's capacity to accommoda te evolving 

forces may he recognised as the continuity of a historical machinery 

of process, tbis does not ans Mer the lssue of any particular 

generation's contribution and interpretation with regard to the 

sensitivities of cba~e itself. In th18 respect, as hitherto suaested, 

the older Victorians had been critical of certain features in 

Kdwardian Society, the 'unqualified' entry of undignified recruits, not 

the least among them. Tbey would have regarded the applicatJ.on of 
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L.B. Namier's criteria for social elevation to have been abused at 

oost. It is almost alarming to imagine what Lady Dorothy Nevill might 

have thought of Laura Corrigan in the position of a Society hostess. 

Insomuch as these !ssues as such, have already been 

addressed the understandable regret and resentment of one generation 

giving way to that of its successor must he duly considered. 

consequently the litany of complaint can vary or indeed, be absent 

from comment. It can also be reiterated that in historical terms of 

inquiry. the application of Society's assimUating process continued to 

operate throughout the late-Victorian-Edwardian phase. 

Du~ these years this process was admittedly taxed to a 

greater degree than at any time in recent memory and the transition 

for sorne among the 'old guard' as well as the new, was on occasion, 

inevitably less than smooth. However, until the period after the First 

World War the umbrella influence of older modes and manners were still 

thought to have been large!y preserved or st least, remained the 

unifying role-model for emwation. Laura Corrlgan undoubtedly did 

learn how to 'behave properly and follow the rules'. Despite the back­

slapping familiarity of her Annie Oakly manner, she knew where to place 

a Duke at dinner and "enerally how to navigate Society's subtle and 

intricate personallty relationships. Her legendary 'faux-pas' were 

strictly of the amusing variety. 

In the main, the hostesses typified the continuity of a 

traditional context of order and process in Society's workings. Just 

as camps of political allegiance had once formed around the social 

leadership of the great Victorian ladies - so too in the inter-war 
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period. did SOI~iety divide itself among its new breed of hostess 

pr.sctitioners. Memoir recollections .. ::lS evidenced. evoke a largely 

.sppreciative sense of the discriminating subtlety .snd artful 

entertaining in which these ladies displayed both the matedal ability 

and emottonal vocation. 

It 15 impossible however not to see in the example of L.::I.ura 

Corrigan the ',;ourney' thus far traversed in both the composition and 

tone of London Society life. The collective desire of society to 

return to its pre-war order of ritualised leisure pl.lrsl.lit served to 

consolidate and confirm, but also to extend the pleasure seeking 

values of the Edwardians. Mrs. Corrigan had successfully cI . .lltivated 

her opportunities and had been rewarded with the acceptance and 

encouragement of leading elements in London Society. By her fourth 

Season she had become a leading hostess of a glittering if 

I.lnintellectual section of that Society.42 Her wealth and generosity 

assl.lred that she could satisfy the material standards of her guests 

as well as their appetite for amusement. The coterie of the 

unintellectual was hardly an anomaly in Society's extended family, nor 

was that of its interest primarily, in amusement. However. in the 

carefree hilarity of Mrs. Corrigan's entertainments can be recognised 

at once that particular theme of wide-eyed merriment and theatrical 

chaos so closely associated with the 19205. It was not as if Mr5. 

Corrigan deployed vast sums of money to realise an artfully subtle 

effect but rather to stage-manage serni-circus' of elaborate and 

var:i.ed carnival. Her gardens were on occasion. transformed into a 

sylvan set for dancing with singers dressed as statues. At these 
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'surprise parties' Mrs. Corrigan rni.ght decorate the house intI") a sail 

boat fantasy or spray her curtains with powdered glass to make them 

shimmer in the light.43 A demimonde atmosphere was usually created at 

her parties by the presence. and for the first Ume. of cabaret 

performers. with guests often participating in the levitl', Nicholas 

Courtney has recorded that ,~t the close of one such evening in ,July 

of 1926, 

The finale ... was provided bl' the hostess herself who. with 
enormous verve, danced the Charleston in a top hat and 
red shoes. She then demonstrated her penchant for 
standing Ol"l her head. first taking the precaution of 
tying a scart rounri her skirt. 4 

Sllch frivolity. however inspired, wOI.lld prove a departllre for 

Society in the 1920s and t~iilj.:,,::!rarnentally a far cry from the sedate 

Courts of King George V or the mere continuity of Societl"s seasonal 

time-table. In this sense Laura Corrigan may be seen to indicate a 

climatic change in a Society settings yet again proving susceptible to 

external influence and transformation. 
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CHAPTBR FOUR 

In thls concluding chapter the discussion is concerned with the 

identification of discernible modes of innovation and change recorded 

in memoir reflection and with regard to the inter-war period of the 

19205 and 19305. These may be seen to confirm the ultimate challenge 

to, and effective collapse of, Society as a social organism hitherto 

either dominated or influenced by the values of a landed aristocracy. 

In its Victorian context, the participants in Society·s world 

had reflected both the hegemony and attitudinal consensus of an 

aristocratie and landed social culture. The seeming permanence and 

order of this environment had permitted its inhabitants the 

cultivation of long evolved practices and attitudes of Iegitimacy of 

authority. sense of superiority and the appreciation of gracefui and 

discerning behaviour emblematic of order and proportion. This world 

was a social stage that illustrated the marriage of economic, political 

and social prestige tied to the rhythms of land and government for 

generations. Insomuch as Society' s Victorian participants could 

identify and appraise aspects of innovation and change, corresponding 

memoir references can also indicate themes of continuity as much as 

of departure in Society's character and practices. The challenges of 

yesteryear·s social processes had come to be adapted or absorbed 

into the .fa bric of Society's continuing role as the stage-set for 

social authority. 

In the late Victorian context, however regretting the memoir 

appraisal may have been of either subtle or dramatic changes in 
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eus tom, tone and practice - Society nonetheless May be seen as ha ving 

retained the atmosphere of both its insularity and sense of commun! t.y. 

The social apparatus for elevation and absorption continued, as it, had 

done historically, to harmonise divergent elements in the association 

of the group that had never been averse to occasiona! democratic 

infusions from below. The preceding chapters have ln part, 

demonstrated the extent to which the accelerated pace of those 

infusions toward the close of the nineteenth century had arguably 

begun to alter the intimacy, group coherence and apparent manners of 

Society as a hitherto aristocratie entity. Indeed, had it not been for 

the advent of war in 1914 and the 'pandora's box' of innovation that 

would subsequently be attributed to its wake, perhaps the materialism 

and tensions of the Edwardian interlude, would subsequently have been 

interpreted as 'the" definitive point when Society 'collapsed' as a 

self-regulating expression of aristocratie culture and influence. 

In any event, with regard to the period of the 19205 and 

1930s, retrospective themes of innovation and change do in fact 

correspond historica.1.1y to an increasingly tenuous cohesion of 

community. In the previous chapter, indications of continuity in 

Society's forro and character largely relate to certain formaI 

ingredients cited in the reviva! of the Court and the continued 

presence of the anstocracy. Memoir allusions stW evoke a seemingly 

in~ate environment and one that had become tnfused with features 

of life introduced wi'th the late Victorians; the advent of a bohendan 

element in the form of theatre people and also of publicity be1.ng two 

among the sallent factors. With regard to manners and whether or not 
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these suffered either temporary or permanent damage, a pervasive 

sense of unique if triumphant 'Englishness' and of the idiosyncratic 

qualities associated with the English gentleman are non-the-less 

('h.=.tl'.'":I\ ... teristic of typical memoir references. These would seem to 

confirm the emergence and re-assertion of an expanded idea of the 

gentleman now absorbing the upper echelons of the public school 

educated middle class. In certain circles of social intercourse, 

further memoir a.I.;lusions appreciatively evoke what is perhaps the 

MOSt significant aspect of continuity Society's tradition of 

discerning and artful hospitality in settings of beauty and repose. 

However, beyond the formal structure of Society as a setting 

for established activities and familiar players, these allusions 

represent only one, if partiaily glimpsed view, of its subject. They 

May only be fully appreciated if seen in tandem with the more dominant 

drama of innovation, change and departure which by the close of the 

inter-war years would signal the end of Society's aristocratie 'raison 

d'etre' of social experience and system of values. In the 

cha\racteristic memoir reflection of Society in the inter-war years the 

consideration of such re-emergent themes as an excess in the pursuit 

of pleasure and of publicity, expanded Society composition and 

membership, v ulg a rit y of behaviour and attitude, the accelerated pace 

of 'modern' life, and the phenomenon of the 'Bright Young Things' ail 

endorse a general evaluation of change, re-arrangement, decline and 

disintegration. It might prove instructive mst to consider a denial 

of this historie if universally held view of the inter-war period. 

In the first volume of his memoirs The Winds of Cbanee 1914-
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w.a (1966), Harold Macmillan addresses the .1.dea of London Society's 

alleged spirit of upheaval in the 1920s, fully aware of the appeal that 

this association had acquired in the public mind. The author debunks, 

somewhat professorially the 'myth' of this world and its players, 

cautioning that younger critics and histol'ians would be unwise to take 

such characters as the frantic young people of say, Evelyn Waugh's 

novels as typical. 'if indeed any of them ever existed,.l Society, with 

a capital "S" is still described by the author as having been 

constituted by a variety of identifiable groups, cliques that 

patronised either the theatre or the turf, polltics and brains or land 

and pedigree, He concludes, "These groups often interrnin..:Iled; yet 

broadly, the social life of twenties did not differ very substantially 

frohl the pre-war structure,',2 As a statement of broad analysis, the 

author's appraisal is unrefutable and indeed, as such, concurs with the 

argumentative theme of the preceding chapter. The structure of 

Society had survived the war with the observable theatre of its 

personalities and functions remaining largely unchanged, once they had 

if necessary, been resurrect.ed. There is however a utilitarian bias 

present in Macmillan's approach. His expressed doubt for example as 

to whether or not. one can even acknowledge that the 'Bright Young 

Things' as a t.ype existed, implles that they, and their reflection of 

Society's mores is a question relative to majority and min 0 rit y 

positions. The social behaviour of certain young people, even if 

arguably unique, was necessarily not. the active experience of Society 

as a whole. In a comparable if theoretical example one might similarly 

accept an instance of a lady electing to ignore the less than ideal 
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manners of a gue5t at her dinner table if the other gue5ts present 

demonstrated no such affront. In this instance as ,well, a majority 

reality i5 5eemi.ngly unaffected. However it i5 pr1eci5ely in the 

concern of such examples of difference or departure trom habit and 

sensibillty to which one may reasonably be sensitive, jlJlst as indeed 

the majority of social witnesses to Society's !ife ,bave proven 

invariably to be. In any event a ruinority experience maw indeed be 

thought to potentially affect a majority 'reallty' if it can affect ways 

in which the majority perceives and characterises itsellf, In this 

instance one can perhaps more easily anticipa te the consternation of 

an offended hostess, sensitive to the phenomenon of a queS\t either 

not lmowing how to behave, or feeling free to behave badly. This will 

subsequently be seen to have been the case where the 'Bright Young 

Things' are involved in the Society drama of the 19205. It can 

furthermore be clarified that the concern of this inquiry is 

expressive of niceties of an aristocratic self-perception recorded by 

those who participated in specific phases of London Society !ife. The 

authors in question have necessarily looked beyond broad sociological 

realities of which they be either aU too, or too little, aware. In any 

event, the allure of obvious nostalgia aside. memoir retrospection 

acknowledges the passing of a distinct social context of order and 

government, of a means and process of civilisation, increasingly 

exposed - for better or worse - to an environment of change and 

adaptation. Such authors are therefore inevitably conscious of the 

consequences of transition inasmuch as they displaced practices and 

customs which in any age, May he thought ak:I.n to the ways in which one 
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can interpret and value life. 

The above cited reference to Harold Macmillan is both useful 

and illustrative. It affords a means of re-affirrning the otherwise 

aristocratie perspective and concerns of memoir author5 50 prevalent 

in this inquiry. It also suggests the extent to which comparatively 

new and self confident values in Society's composition and 

associations had begun to assert their influence. These values may 

be related to the emergence and consolidation of an upper middle class 

culture and its effective absl"H'pt,;(m into the social, political. and 

economic leadership of the nation. During the period treated in this 

inquiry, Society had increasingly ceased to be merely the expression 

of landed authority and prestige. Harold Macmillan was a typical if 

particularly successful product of this social adaptation - bom into 

a prosperous Anglo-Scottish family of the intellectual upper middle 

class. educated at Eton and Oxford. served in the field as an offlcer 

in the First World War, married a Duke's daughter and acquired a 

'family' seat as a conservative, in Parliament. His absorption into 

this metropolitan world of traditional associations was as natural 

and complete as bis entry was welcomed and unquestioned. And yet 

significantly, his outlook does not embody the patriclan solidarity and 

sense of de~ standards evoked by the ilk of a Lady Dorothy 

Nevill, but necessarily reflects the assertion of new values and 

implicit priorities suggestive of the democratic changes in Society's 

complexion. It i5 with a certain disdain and independence of 

perspective that Macmillan refers to the continuity of 'Society' into 

the 1920s as a term employed in "the old language of snobs ... 3 
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In other instances of memoir discussion. middle class voices 

confirm the entry of this social constituency into Society's world and 

surroundings. but also sirnilarly suggest a sense of self confident 

ldentity and independence from it. Toward the close of the First World 

War and into the 1920s the historical essayist Lytton Strachey 

enjoyed both literary and social success. He was first 'taken up' by 

Society following the reception of his history Eminent Yictorians in 

1918. In letters to friends Strachey's musings, while evoking a certain 

titillation at this attention, also confirm the established identity of 

his own intellectual middle class origins and civillsed procllvities. In 

one letter he writes (7 July 1918); "1 go next Saturday to the Duchess 

of Marlboroughs· ... is it the beginning of the end? Personally l don't 

think you or Tolstoy need be alarmed. In the first place, they won't 

like me; in the second place l won't like them.,,4 In a letter of June 26, 

1918 he writes of Margot Asquith; "Her 'mauvais ton' is remarkable 

there she sits in her box thinks she's the very tip-top, the grande 

dame par excellence, and ail the rest of it - and every other moment 

behaving like a kitchen-maid ...... S On having met the Duches5 of 

Marlborough at a lunche on on an earlier occasion, Strachey had 

pronounced her "more distinguished than the rest" and describes Lady 

Randolph Churchill as .. an old war horse, sniffing the battle from 

afar.,,6 In Downbill Ail the Way (1961) in a complementary if reùre 

diplomatic vein the socialist Leonard Woolf, husband to Virginia Woolf 

and co-editor of the Hogarth Press, similarly describes certain 

Society people, with a cool if bemused detachment. In references to 

such Society hostesses as Lady Cunard or Lady Colefax at whose 
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lunche on parties the Woolfs were occasionally among the 'stars' the 

reader is left with the sense that hostess as much as guest had 

become an oddity of social observation and amusement.1 As Lytton 

Strachey wrote of one of his own Society forays ...... 1 am not 

altogether uncritical! Curiosity is what chiefly moves me. l want to 

see for myself,',8 In a few of the above cited references. something 

of Strachey's discovery and appraisal have been suggested. As 

intimated, they imply the cultural independence and self-confidence of 

the upper middle class as a group self-consciously distinct from 

Society and aware cf its importance and contribution. In some of 

these references there is also the sense that the aristocracy itself 

has changed, that is to say, been reduced in authoritative dignity and 

impressiveness, its Society world not the socially or politically 

unified expression of former experience. According to his biographer 

Michael Holroyd, the Society Strachey analysed could seem more 

hallucination than substance, so affected was it by adaption and 

influence; 

From a distance, it stood out as clear and well defined, 
formidable or absurd according to one's angle of vision. 
One read about it in the newspapers, and even on its 
fringes mesmerized by 'the whirl of self-flattery, the 
illusion of its reality persisted. But penetrate into its 
glittering vortex and it melted away.9 

To whatever degree such an appraisal May or may not be accurate, it 

nonetheless expresses the often recurrent the me of change and 

disintegration. To confirm or clarify its observations with reference 

ta the inter-war years it is necessary to turrl to the more specifie 

memoir refle(:tion of Society's players in this concluding phase of 
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analysis. 

It is not possible to explore the the me of innovation and 

change without first considering sorne among the most sallent 

consequences effecting Society and its traditional context of landed 

culture caused by the war that had engulfed the European continent 

between 1914-1918. These consequences, more than anything eise 

al tered both the social and psychological basis of Society. largely 

shaping the form and character of its London lite in the 1920s and 

1930s. 

With regard to the historical and popular memory of the First 

World War, the attendant and familiar image is one of heroic if 

needless sacrifice, the wholesale annihilation of the 'flower' of a 

generation. This was doubtless the first most apparent, and perhaps 

most graphie impact of the war, the burgeoning extent of its 

casualties. The holocaust was universal but was perhaps most clearly 

identifiable in the virtual destruction of the junior officer class. 

The casualties among these 'good family - public school - university 

men' from which front line officers were recruited, were proportionally 

higher than in other ranks, 15.2 per cent of officers to 12.8 per cent 

among the ranks. Of the 13,403 students from Oxford who served in the 

war, 2,569, almost one in five, were killed. Casualties among Cambridge 

recruits demonstrate similar figures; of 13,126 who served, 2,364 were 

killed. Among other universities the figures also suggest higher than 

average casualty lists although the proportion of those küled were 

usually lower than Oxbridge. The Ieading Public Schools suffered 

similarly high casualties; among the 4,852 Etonians who served 
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overseas during the war. 1.157 were killed. just over 20 per cent. a 

rate comparable with other Public Schools casualty figures. 10 In 

British Society 19l4-45 (1984) John Stevenson writes with reference to 

such figures; "that these casualties were disproportionally carried by 

the higher social classes has also been confirmed by studies of the 

death rate amongst the peerage. of whom one in five of those who 

served died. according to C.F .G. Masterman, a death toll by violent 

death greater th an at any time since the Wars of the Roses."U In this 

sense the war rnight be seen as having proven a test of the 

artistocracy's sensibility and idesl of community leadership and 

service. Indeed in England After i1al.: (1923) C.F.G. Masterman suggests 

that an aristocracy may ultimately exist for no other reason than to 

fulfill its ancient task of waging war on the public behalf. 12 The 

author continues that, in the British instance the aristocracy met 

this lugubrious challenge, " ... it would seem to have possessed aU the 

required attributes, courage, devotion, and care for the men under its 

charge ... and had justified itself in the ultimate hour.,,13 

The immediate post-war price of the conflagration took its 

toll in landed property the vast sales of which followed the pressures 

of ballooning income tax and death duties. The combination of these 

two factors, effectively decimated the lesser gentry who were largely 

without the econornic resources to withstand the impact. as well as 

affecting the titled aristocracy itself. The need to sell, particularly 

among the gentry was especially felt in cases where death duties were 

aggravated by an owner's death soon after that of bis heir, killed in 

action.14 It has been estimated that, in land sales, in a four year 
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period between 1918 and 1921, one quarter of the farming land of 

England acquired new ownership by way of purchase as opposed to 

inheritance. 15 In 1922, a "London Times" article entitled 'England 

Changing Hands', a real estate firm was cited announcing that 79,000 

acres had been put up for sale, including the 7,650 acres of the 

Suffolk holdings of Lord Manton and 31,000 aores of the Duke of 

Harrulton. l6 In 1918, the estate agents of Knight Frank and Rutley, 

handled 454,972 acres including 250,000 acres for the Duke of 

Sutherland. Whereas in 1918. 305 peers had owned 10 million acres, by 

1929, 210 peers owned 5.5 million acres. l7 In many cases of course, 

among the great families, the central prosperity of an estate, usually 

the spacious parkland surrounding the house, could be retained while 

large outlying tracts could otherwise be lucratively sold. However 

for the first time as a general experience, the possession of a 

country seat could become as much a source of burden as prestige. 

During the war itself. many country-houses had been turned into 

hospitals or billets for troops, their sylvan parks ploughed in orde.r 

to grow crops. At the war's close, for many houses, restoration was 

an impossibillty. In 1921, "The Spectator" published articles on 'How 

to Save the Country Houses of England'. It was recorded in the 1922 

and 1934 editions of KeUy's Dil;:ectory Qf Shropshire that, out of 173 

principal county seats, 53 had changed hands in the intervening 

decade. IB Among these sorne nere converted into Public Schools, 

hospitals or rest homes, while others were left simply unoccupied. In 

bis own treatment of this theme C.F.G. Masterman wonders whether or 

not these once stately symbols of social prestige would not one day, 
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become the roman-like ruinB of future generations.ll In a tragic-comic 

image of decline, Bvelyn Waugh in bis novel YUe Bodies (1930) portrays 

Colonel Blount complaining of rising bus fares and budgettng his 

dwindling finances, never happier than when deposited in a seat at the 

local movie-house. He has sornehow becorne a less than heroie 

anachronism, lost to an age of egalitarian chanse, a vaeuely 

ridiculous, if no Iess dignified 'Lord of the Hanor'. 

ln the post-war years land sales tapered off, largely induced 

by the agricultural depression of 1921 and the subsequent drop in 

priees. Estates were partitioned and broken up and their farms sold 

often among resident tenants or cross country immdgrants from the 

West Country and Wales.zt The sale of Country seats sometimes went 

to magnates in business and industry including the 'war profiteer'. 

The twin casualties of the war in tife and property - one 

form in the trenches, the other on the auction block - influenced, not 

only the economic base of landed weal th and position but also aspects 

of the culture and way of tife that had gone "ith it. The fort y per 

cent tise UL "ar taxation in 1915, and again in 1916; food and petrol 

rationing, and a rising cost in living including a nine to thirty par 

cent rise in estate taxes, al! served to compromise the sense of 

simplieity in rustic comfort which had, until the war, still been 

characteristic of country tife.!l Among the gentry, owing to the 

prohibitive costs of breeding and ma1ntaining hounds, fox hunti.ng was 

general!y abandoned by 1918. Varying forms of game huntina, including 

deer sta1k1ng and grouse shoot1.ng were rather less affected, but could 

also be compromised insofar as they could require the services of a 
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~came keeper. Insomuch as he was able, the squire continued to 

Elxercise the traditional obligations of his class, overseemg the needs 

of bis tenants and administering justice at petty sessions. However, 

the inevitable difficulties of adapting to change were only aggravated 

by the lack of economic manoeuvre often available to the greater 

aristocracy benefiting from the proceeds of country and town property 

sale:s and in some cases augmented by the legacy of shrewd 

investments in business and industry in the later nineteenth century. 

The psychological impact of change could be as disquieting as those 

in the social or economic spheres. The advent for example of 

conscription and indeed, of a national life increasingly regulated by 

state intervention, had appeared to negate the qualities of patriotic 

self -sacrifice and voluntary service. During the war, conscription had 

been imposed, then in effect, made to work by a series of negotiations 

with the trade unions and Labour Party, and sustained by propaganda, 

and ultimately coercion. As Keith Middlemas writes in Tbe Pursuit of 

Pleasure (1977); "the old guard of liberal England was broken 

metaphorically by the war, but so also was an image held by Many of 

the upper class; of a tolerant patriotic, self-regulating and 

hierarchical society ... 22 

In 'town' as well as 'country' fundamental change affected or 

aggravated by the war, soon characterised the London Society of the 

inter-war period in themes of social innovation and upheaval. 

Economie hardship soon compromised previous features of metropolit&n 

life as property was sold, great houses split up and converted into 

apartment flats or hotels. Other than in a few notable exceptions 1 
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with the disappearance of these houses the physical setting from 

which landed Society had dorninated social and potitical life in the 

nineteenth century, effectively vanished from the scene. 

A post-war shortage in domestic servants also affected a once 

endemic and assured standard of social position. Domestic service had 

always been a ready form of employment for impoverished women making 

them the largest single occupational group after agriculture.23 During 

the war, Many women went into factory or munitions work, broadening 

their experience of life and usually attaining with it, higher wages.24 

In London, the number of resident servants per one hundred famUies 

in the West End decllned between 1911 and 1921 from 57.4 to 41.3 per 

cent.25 

The presence of the 'parvenu', arguably a perennial figure in 

any generation, nonetheless re-asserted himself with conspicuous 

force in the 19205. He was duly recognised in 'the profiteers', those 

who had acquired wealth in business and industry helping administer or 

fed the mate rial needs of the war. With scruples little better than 

their manners many were thought to have 'bought' their sudden 

elevation to social distinction in a post-war 'honours scandaI' of 

reward for party support. In 1922 the Duke of Northumberland claimed 

that between government and 'client' a knighthood co st 10,000 pounds 

and a baronetcy 40,000 pounds.26 In 1923, of the seven hundred and 

eight lay peers then alive and elevated in affect, on the 

'recommendation' of the government, one hundred and eight owed their 

titles to creation by Queen Victoria, fort y-six to creation by Edward 

VIT and since 1910, one hundred and six to creation by George V.n 
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During the Lloyd George Premiership of 1916-1922, no fewer than four 

marquisates, eight earldoms. twenty-two vicountcies, and sixt y-four 

baronies were created.28 By 1922, the House of Lords contained as 

many peers from industry and business as it did from established 

landowning families. 29 

In government, positions of authority virtually confirmed that 

t.h!": pl'ima~~y of influence had effectively shifted from landed to 

business interest. The war had given the opporturU,ty of power to men 

of ability who in an earlier time could not have anticipated so 

complete an ascendancy. The new social 'make-up' was evident in the 

Lloyd George coalition of 1918, the so-called 'businessman's 

government·. The contrast in the social origins of cabinet ministers 

in the period of 1916 to 1935 with that of 1886 to 1916 demonstrates 

the dramatic and accelerated ohange. Cabinet members drawn from the 

landed class declined from forty-nine to twenty-five, members from the 

Middle class rose from forty-nine to sixty-two, while working class 

members climbed from a token three to twenty-one.30 

As indicated in the precedmg chapter the structure and 

context of Society, certaWy as an organisation of established 

activities, survived the war. The reviva! of the Season enjoyed a 

material munificence the equal of any by pre-war standards. And yet 

the above cited references contains a few among the fundamental 

effects illicited by the war that would help foster the psychology of 

change so familiar with the characterisation of the 1920s. In the 

typical memoir reflection of the inter-war years, specific references 

of concern are toward the altering characteristics and temper of 
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Society's pleasure pursuits. This allusion to change among the 

generation of the late Victorian initially suggest the on-going lament 

at the seemingly disordered agenda of a new age expressive in the 

departure from established modes of order and tradition. Although the 

pattern of this social regret had become increasingly familiar 

throughout the final phase of the nineteenth century, one May detect 

in the consideration of the 1920s, the emergence of that decade's own 

unique flavour. 

In More or Less About Mvself the acerbic Margot Asquith 

speaks for Most of her generation just as Lady Dorothy NevDl had 

earlier done for her mm, when she addresses the chapter theme 'Then 

and Now'. She impatiently asks where have gone the distinguished and 

recognised leaders both in politics and fashion who once foregathered 

in such urban palaces as Devonshire House, Grosvenor House, 

Dorchester House or Lansdowne House. Lady Asquith writes; 

People will say; "Oh! These houses are sold and their 
owners too poor to entertain." But it is not the houses 
but the 'individuals' that you go to see. Where are the 
fine manners and originali ty of men like the old Dukes of 
Westminster, Beaufort, Devonshire and Sutherland, the 
Lords Glrnville, Ribblesdale, Spencer, Pembroke and 
Cowper .... 

Lady Asquith recalls the dignity and decorum of great 

occasions particularly those under a royal auspices as having been a 

discip1ini.ng agent in Society's sense of propriety and self-recognition; 

..... the Royal entertainments ... enforced social scruples, encouraged fine 

manners, and bred a kind of enterprise, elegance and distinction which 

is lacking in Society to-day.32 

On the pleasures of youth observable in the Society of the 
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inter-war years Lady Asquith continues; 

When 1 made my de but , a London ballroom was a beautiful 
s:1ght, and neither the movements nor the faces of those 
who dance the "Charleston" and the "Black Bottom" are as 
joyous or refined as those that O1\e watched when 
dancing to th1s perfect rhythm and llvely music of a 
Strauss valse. 

In Men, Homen and Tbinga the Duke of Portland echoes this sentiment 

in recaJline the Court balls of the pre-war era. Of the lovellness of 

the ladies present, the author adds; 

It should be remembered, too, that in exceed.t.ngly few 
cases did their appearance owe anything to art, except 
that of their dressmaker and coiffeur - never, thank 
goodness, to the manicur.lst; for 1 think nothing ls more 
hideous or spoiling to a well-shaped hand than red nails, 
which remind one of the gory fingers of a Scotch Ghillie 
after he has gralloched a dead stag, or the unwayed 
hands of a butcher fresh from the slaughter-house. 

The Duke goes on to admonish that the use of cosmetics in the 

painting of one's llps and face was a form of strident decoration once 

"left to ladies of the stage and the demimonde."a The post-war 

proliferation of the cigarette as a leisure pursuit among women as 

well as men is also sometbing regrettqly noted, bearing little 

resemblance to the strict etiquette of former years. The Duke 

wonders that; "surely it ls nelther becoming nor attractive for an 

otherwise pretty and charming young woman to appear wlth a hill 

smoked ciCarette hanaing frOID vividly painted lips and wlth henna­

coloured nails at the end of Y'ellow nicotine-stained fingers:'. 

In references such as these, as suggested. a tone of 

impatience and exasperation ls not wlthout precedent. A distinctive 

regret at the accelerating change of 'modern' conditions affecting 

Society was apparent to observers throughout the final quarter of 
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the nirJ!'!t.t=ot=!nth century. However a quality of departure in the memoir 

literature published in the post-war setting is often expressed in a 

sometimes conflic~ forum of oplldon touching on such issues as 

morality, gentility and the alleged 10ss of the 'grand manner', 

Attitudes toward these themes are often revealed in discussl.ons that 

treat th.:: memory of the past but which effectively expose the 

'current' state of affairs at the time of publication. 

Throughout the late Yictorian period extra ma rital 

relationships in Society abounded, secure within the disciplined 

regulation and discretion of a ruling class code of ethics and 

propriety. This system essentially assured that the parties involved 

were protected both from social injury and embarrassment as well as 

from any undue degree of emotional vulnerability. Insomuch as affairs 

were managed with taste and tact the emotionallife of married couples 

toward their lovers were considered their own individual concern 

providing as well, that the public obligations of marriage were 

sustained and that no scandal expose individuals or the integrity of 

their class prestige to notoriety and ridicule. 

In memoir allusion to Yictorian life, references to this 

privileged and silken facility for manoeuvre are understandably very 

rare. Among the few noteworthy instances May be cited an incident of 

public conflict. In the 1910 volume of her memoirs Under Five Re:Uims 

Lady Dorothy Nevill reprimands her contemporary the Countess of 

Cardigan for including in her own reminiscences a number of titillating 

allusions to certain, albeit unidentified extramarital relationships, 

the revelation of which, caused a popular sensation.31 Lady Dorothy 
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accuses Lady Cardigan of imaginative zeal coupled with unreliable 

memory and assures her readers that 'sin' in this forro did not in the 

main. characterise the Vietorian epoeh. The eontroversy as such, May 

undoubtedly be elarified by reeognising the partieular eonstitueneies 

of the two ladies noting that the Countess generally moved in the 

'fast' rather rakish raeing set as opposed to Lady Dorothy's urban and 

intelleetually more serious salon environment. In any event the 

delieaey and unf a milia rit y of the topie as published materlal, May 

easily be appreciated. 

In memoirs published in the 1920s and 1930s however, the depth 

and tone given this subject had greatly developed. It had by this 

period become a theme of common knowledge, an open secret to be 

recailed and analysed like the past experience of vanished youth. 

There can surely be no more acute example of this frankness than in 

the memoirs RomantJ.c Adyenture by Elinor Glyn. In two succeecling 

chapters 'The Naughty Nineties' and 'Looking Back Upon The Naughty 

Nineties' the author offers what is virtuaUy an essay on social 

morality in a detaUed picture of a typical country house visit to 

Easton Lodge, the Countess of Warwick's family seat. In her own 

memoirs Lady Warwick too, writes openly of both the emotional and 

physicallove affairs of the recent past associated with the intimate 

and aristocratic community of the pre-war perlod.38 With regard to 

the youthful charm of love intrigues Lady Warwick confesses; "From the 

beginning of our life together my husband seemed to accept the 

inevitabllity of my having a train of admirers. l could not help it. 

There they were. It was ail a great game." Lady Warwick goes on to 
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suggest; "in my circle there was a kind of freemasonry of conduct. We 

could be and do as we liked according to the code. The unforgivable 

sin was to give away any member of our group. That was class loyalty 

l suppose, but we had no name for it,'·39 

It was precisely an adherence to the code and to the self­

preservation and solidarity of class loyalty that Lady Dorothy Nevill 

may have imagined to have been offended in Lady Carc:tigan's 

entertaining anecdotes of sentiment and sin. And yet by the post­

war years the rapid changee in social, economic and psychological 

positions once characterlstic of the pre-war environment had been 

effectively overtaken in the maelstrom of shifting perspectives. The 

once sacred forms inherent to Victorian-Edwardian patrician life, 

however expedient, had represented a discipllned arder expres'3ive of 

community and social authority. In the post-war setting, that Society 

community proved more susceptible to external influence and cultural 

assault than at any point in its recent history. Memoir allusions that 

highlight a contrast in reality and attitude such as that above cited, 

offer a significant indication of the 1evell.ing' atmosphere of the 

post-war perlod together with an inevitable tone of swan song 

poignance or stimulated anticipation. 

Another memoir topic articulate of these social pressures and 

analytical responses touches on the devolving concept of gentUity. 

As already indicated pre-war images of gentility invariably 

characterise their subjects in an atmosphere of self-reliant ease and 

confidence. Numerous instances of 'gentlemen of the old school" are 

appreciatively recalled as 'flag-ships' of social authority and 
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commanding personality or grace. A perfection of manners is matched 

by a quality of effortlessness barn of the relaï...ively secured 

environment in which such types could be nurtured. This social sense 

'.li the gentleman's appeal and origin ls evident in typlcal reminiscence 

as well as a certain nostalgia and regret that 'modern conditions' do 

not breed these colourful and charrning characters as they once did. 

However beyond this wlstfulness, memeir discussion wr:i.tten in the 

inter-war years reveals as well a new and democratic sensibillty to 

the implications of gentility as a broader more human and not 

exclusively social or class consideration. 

The extent to which such an approach was unusual by 

Victorian-8dwardian standards is borne out in My Memeirs (1904) by 

the Countess of Munster a granddaughter of King William IV. In 

chapters entitled 'True Refinement', 'The Servant Question' and 'A Noble 

Life' Laùy Munster, evoldng Christian doctrine as her shield, 

tentatively suggests that people of 'ail classes' are capable of 

sensitivity of feeling and of nobillty of mind and heart and that these 

are not the potential property of the well-born alone. Lady Munster 

prefaces her views with the hope that; "although 1 May be laying 

myself open to the ridicule of those who disagree with me, I beg them 

ta have a litt.le patience with me and my opinions, and net condemn me 

and them unheard.,,40 

Whatever the Countess' response among her peers, within a 

quarter century the theme had become one of open, if indeed 

uncontested discussion. In dialogue tdth her 'friendly catechist' Lady 

Warwick draws the difference between surface charm and breedtng and 
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the sincerity and fundamental decency that, in whatever social forum, 

must in the end define true gentility. Instances of gentillty manifest 

in courage, consideration to others, and delicacy of feeling are 

eloquent of aristocratic life and relationsbip but are matched as well, 

by memories of devoted servants or 'noble' tenants. Following one 

example of 'patrician breeding' displaying sensitivity at a trying 

moment Lady Warwick nonetheless adds; "1 am sure you could get as 

good an example of breeding in a Deptford sIum. l have heard 

wonderful sIum stories from Margaret Macmillan.,,41 Perhaps more easily 

definable by wa:! of offence are recorded instances of bad breeding or 

behaviour among the well born. In allusion almost certainly to Lord 

Curzon, Lady Warwiclt recalls the stOl"Y of his indifferent, almost 

theatrical insolence in receiving a governess applying for the post. 

The Countess of Asquith echoes this chagrin in an openly attributed 

reference to Lord Curzon regrett.ing bis rudeness to one of her 

servants. Lady Asquith recalls her reprimand; "lt's dreadful to be 

rude even ta your own servants, but quite unpardonable to be rude to 

other people·s .... I tried to explain to him that a difference in class 

was one of opportunity and education, and that if he would cultivate 

imaginative insight, or even more, observation, he would find as much 

fundamental vulgarity in people of birth as he would in the middle and 

poorer classes,',42 

The allusion to change in the Society of the inter-war years 

recorded by the generation of the late-Victorian is often an effective 

means of glimpsing this celebrated period in London's social history. 

With comparative reference to their own youth in the late-Victorian-
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Edwardian period, authors exclaim alarm and, or disappomtment at the 

intrusion of the new and unexpected. Language like 'lipstick', 'cocktail' 

or 'black bottom' produce a tuneless music which would seem their own 

most damning characteristic. Those surface observations, evident 

enough in themselves are an obvious harbinger of change, supported 

as well, by a probing and democratic dialogue on hitherto reclusive 

issues of landed privileges such as morality and gentility. However, 

to appredate Society's reel.ing ride through the London life of the 

inter- war years and of the 1920s in particular, it is necessary to 

turn to its more representative voices. These identify those who 

were themselves young in the period and who were therefore, whatever 

their debt to the past or anticipation of the future, free to observe, 

enjoy, and record the temper of their own time and place. 

It is perhaps at the very least, an awkward task to 

characterise the hilarity or carnival spontaneity of the 1920s as it 

doubtless was expressive of psychological inclinations with which 

Western culture is still familiar. It is enough to suggest that those 

like the Countess of Asquith or the Duke of Portland who regretted 

the v ulg a rit y of ladies publicly smoking, or of their nails stained with 

paint, or of the dance-hall obsceniUes of the 'black bottom', displayed 

outrage at the very elements that were both the attraction and 

aesthetic for their cynical. or would be cynical practitioners. The 

keynote in this sense was precisely one of iconoclasm and artful 

degeneracy, affected or otherwise. The rationalism and moderation 

inherent in Lady Asquith's preference for the exquisite melodies of 

Strauss over 'Negro rhythms' of the jungle was a rationalism and 
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moderation discredited for many, by the war and perhaps less 

consciously, by the very concept of change as a theme of insecurity 

in contemporary life. 

Among the participants and chroniclers of London Society life 

in the inter-war period were Beverly Nichols and Cecil Beaton. two 

among an extended circ le of artistic young men who came to enjoy a 

unique celebrity in the London of the day. The presence in Society of 

men of charm and conversational talent, as well as of certain literary 

figures, had been a familiar feature of Victorian liie. Their role 

could often be that of jester, dependent on the largesse of an 

aristocratie and occasionally condescending patronage. However, 

Nichols and Beaton were essentially figures of independent status and 

as such both May be seen as social heirs to the developed 

opportunities of middle class culture and prestige. Both men were the 

product of public school and Oxbridge educations and therefore could 

enjoy a certain 'entree' that, as 'mere' gossip columnist and Society 

photographer, neither could have anticipated say. half a century 

earlier. In this sense, apart from their professional success their 

very presence on the social scene is evocative of the open, sometimes 

turbulent dynamies of the decade, a cli.mate to which both were highly 

aware and sensitive. 

The outline of the Society l.ife of which Nichois and Beaton 

became particularly effective chroniclers ls familiar to posterity. 

The images are of brittle sophistication, these parties. the nocturnal 

antics of the 'Bright Young Things'. frenzied pleasure pursuit. rright­

clubs, jazz, masculine affectations by wcmen and feminine affectations 
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by men. It is however in the tone of Nichols's and Beaton's depiction 

of this playful environment that characterise memoir allusion and 

interest to the inter-war period. Their writing fully appreciates the 

atmosphere of stress and strain in age-oid forms tested on the social 

battlefield of ballroom and draning-room, a confllct that would finally 

sever Society's organic ties to an aristocratie culture of landed 

associations and disciplined self-regulation. As a consequence, their 

writing mirrors the ensuing atmosphere in a breezy, glib analysis of 

affable bedlam. rhetorically appropriate to the age. 

As sociological phenomenon the panoply of change associated 

with the 1920s involved challenges that had been recognised by many 

of the Victorian- Edwardian; the assertion of parvenu wealth, excess 

of publicity. Society's expanding composition, and the dot of youth. 

In reference however to the 1920s and 1930s is the sense that these 

elements attained a voice hitherto unknown, for now they interacted 

with the remnant of an old-guard Society in the process of 

disintegration. In the Sweet and Twenties (1958) Beverley Nichols 

suggests something of the role the Ritz Bar played as a 'stage set' 

in SOl"'i..ety's new drama of the absurdo 

l adored the Ritz Bar. Think of it ... champagne cocktails 
at a bob apjece! And the scent of Gaulois cig,:;arettes and 
the echo of Madame Chanel' s laughter and the back view 
of Charles B. Cockran's neck ... and the sudden flurry of 
Mistinguette, wrapped in monkey fur, steppi...,g over the 
sacred masculine threshold in pursuit of her latest 
young man, who is drinking behind a pillar with a rather 
dubious Jamaican.43 

In Society's late Victorian-Edwardian context the more 

presentable elements among the bohemian and theatrical milieu had 
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gained entry to Society under its aristocratic auspices. In the 

inter-war period the more formaI question as to what group played 

host to whom. became blurred in a plutocratic atmosphere of glamour 

and wealth. The niceties and expenses of private entertainment were 

supplanted by the restaurant, dinner-dance and night club. The 

biographer Frances Donaldson, a daughter of the playwright Frederick 

Lonsdale, elaborates on Society's 'mix' in a description of the Embassy 

Club, the most famous of the London night clubs; 

To this room night after night for years came dukes and 
earls and princes and their wives and the women they 
loved, writers, actors, Press-Lords, politicians, aU the 
self-made men from the war ... all the riff-raff and the 
hangers on .... Early in the evening, when the whole room 
could be seen with a relatively unimpeded vision, it would 
have been possible for an acute observer to watch the 
rules of an older society gradually being broken down. 
For the first time ... the British upper classes were 
opening their ranks and allowing wholesale ingress to 
rich men, famous men or women, notorietiea' anyone who 
could add a scrap to their entertainment. 

The rakish elegance, material comfort and trans-Atlantic 

informality of the night clubs made them an apt symboi for the period. 

As indicated, they came to represent a succeeding forum for social 

inter-change in marked contrast to the sedate and comparatively 

official dignity of receptions in great houses. Even in the experience 

of the Prince of Wales, an undisputed role-model for post-war youth, 

the night club and particularly The Embassy, became, as Donaldson 

recalls, the more characteristically personal of his preferences in 

company and social climate. "The Prince attended the balls at the 

great London houses, but Iater in the evening, or on nights when he 

had no other engagements, he could almost always be seen at The 
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Embassy Club ... more than anywhere else lt reflected the mood of the 

day.tl4~ 

This is not to suggest that the cigarette-fumed and jazz-

tuned environment of the night club necessarily became the whole 

ex.perience of Society, but its appeal among the young and eagerly 

fashionable was as widespread as its characteristics were soc1a11y 

symptomatic of the times. In the new 'social swim' the options in 

pleasure pursuit, grafting as it were, new modes of conduct onto old, 

were notice able exPanded. In an essay for VOiue magazine CecU Beaton 

describes the London Season of 1928 as involving three or four 

different varieties of parties, and wonders; "will cocktails pull one 

through to the end of the season? One has a sneaking dread that 

they will not, for tbis year those who indulge in a London Season are 

being 'put throuah it' harder than ever.". Added to the traditional, 

conservative 'colDing out' balls, the elegantly artistic parties of Krs. 

Somerset Maugham or Lady Mendl, the entertainment also embraced 

'informa!' parties, those often associated with the 'Bright Young 

Things', sallor parties, pyjama, end-of-the-world, Judgement-Day 1880, 

Bottle parties. As Beaton continues; 

To feed and to dance always to he moving, that is the 
thini .... He must miss nothins .... Has a restaurant lost lts 
vogUè or ,ained 1Il new one and we not kIlow of it for a 
whole day? Onthinkable. We hate the blocks of traffic 
all down Piccadill.y and Bond Street, aU down Regent 
Street and Haymarket, because while we are held in them 
some~JUn' may have happened, 50 quickly does popularity 
pass. 

The inner circle exclusivity of Society, once 50 familiar to its 

Victorian expression would seem to have vanished in this maelstrom of 

! 
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sensation. Before the war, instances of change could be interpreted 

as either decllne or renewal and there was usually little 

contradiction. In the post-war setting it had become increasingly 

problematic to even identify the old Society of historic dimension or 

to draw demarcations between its participating elements. In 1931, 

again for Yogy.e, Cecil Beaton surveyed the scene in mock dismaYi 

Well, it seems that the market for elegance has been 
ruined .... The elegantes of London ... who paved the paths of 
distinction have ruined them by running after the humble 
fun of hoi-polloi .... In London nowadays, the activities of 
our friends are not confined within the small radius of 
Hayfair. Beyond the squalors of Euston, picking up 
bargains at the Caledonian Karket ... you will see Lady 
Diana Cooper eating chestnuts freshly roasted on a 
wheel cart. Chauffeurs are no longer amazed to be told 
to drive to the lowest music-halls over the river at 
Lambeth or to the Elephant and Castle. And, at Charlie"s 
Bar in Limehouse, you will see a group of bright young 
people and Lady Elinor Smith dancing to the music of a 
penny-in-the-slot mechanical piano. The Boxina in 
Whitefriars on a Sunday Aftemoon is as fashionable as 
church parade used to he before the war, and Krs. 
BaUlie-Hamilton yrteks with the throni, 'Go to it Ginger 
- sock him hard!'. 

In this revolt from formal1ty traditional elements in Society 

may be seen to have come to crave the sensation of sensation, 

renouncing any undue demands of proprlety and dignity once endemic of 

social prestJ.ge and self-preservation. In bis novel Bridesbead 

Reyisit;ed (1944) Evelyn Wauah reflects something of this levelling 

atmosphere in Society's inclination and experience in describing the 

'g!amour' that Rex Hottram held for Lady Julia Fly te , despite the 

objections of her famlly. 

Rex, indeed was neither starched nor wrinkled; bis 
seniors thought him a pushful young cad, but Julia 
recognized the unm1stakable chic - the flavour of "Kax." 
and "F.B." and the Prince of Hales, of the big table in the 
Sporting Club, the second magnum and the fourth cigar, 
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of the chauffeur kept wai~ hour after ~iur without 
compunction - which her friends would envy. 

In the phenomenon of the Bright Young People one May see 

Society's character in the latter 19205 ably represented and seemingly 

expressive of unlenshed hilarity, social chaos and publicity 

opportunism. In their initial appearance the instigators of what the 

Press dubbed the "Society of the Bright Young People' were largely 

Just that, a select circle of friends of imaginative and independent 

nature. Their amusements demonstrated a creative capacity for 

enjoyment and satire as impromptu attack on the dullness and 

conventionality of a pub]j.c life rendered inadequate or ridiculous in 

the psychological aftermath of war and social change. However, as 

Nicholas Courtney observes in bis lively chronicle of society in the 

inter-war years; 

When their numbers grew and their escapades were copied 
without the originality or style of the founders, those 
founders dropped out and left the field to the 
exhibitionists whose parties 'a!ways seemed to be held 
where there were photographers~and where they would 
create the maximum disturbance', 

It was in the manifestation of these latter circumstances that Society 

became its own victim, The well-born or near-do-well celebrants of 

nocturnal antics courted press coverage with wbich in turn, Society 

became familiar to the public in a wholly unprecedented form, 

As intimated, the pleasure pursuit included scavenger hunts, 

theme parties where fashionable guests dressed in costume, or no 

costume at ail, and Dottie parties', The success of bottie parties 

was due to their immunity from police censure, 50 long as the 

organiser of such parties played 'host' and if he had ordered the 
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liquor during llcensing hours. 51 The guests in turn were encouraged to 

contr:l.bute toward costs, 50 that a host could hope to finance such 

evenings at the rate of 25 sh:illings for a bottle of whisky, 35 to 555. 

for inferior champagne, and for 5tragglers at dawn, 55. for bacon and 

eggs.52 

These and other parties also became a forum for early 

American jazz and dance music. In her memoirs How He Lived Then (1922) 

the journalist Mrs. C.S. Peel remembers that dancing had enjoyed an 

almost manic craze, with chaperons soon absent or present in name 

only.53 A tell.ing description of the ensuing night-life culture with 

youthful high-jinks in the 1920s ls given by Robert Graves and Alan 

Hodge in l'he Lo" Week-end (1940); "Since the Lord Chamberlain could 

exercise no authority over 'private' entertainment, the semi-nude 

cabaret appeared, accompani.ed by the frankly lewd song. Some parties 

gave free invitations to Soho blacks; for, well-to-do roisters would 

pay huge surns for the exciternent of sharing a dance band with these 

simply sensual people." 

In l'he Deluge (1965) Arthur Marwick notes that the 'empty 

leisure' pursuits of the 19205 had their actual origin in the fevered 

atmosphere of wartime London. With reference to the early initiation 

of a 'night-club psychology' the author writes; "wart1me hedonism, 

wartime darkness and dullness and wart1me liquor restrictions created 

the appetite; young officers on leave provided the mater:l.al upon which 

it could feed and multiply.,,54 There had emerged therefore, a 

surreptitious form of leisure escape kindled by a wartime mentality. 

The record of a single event rnay well serve as an instance of 
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the social turmoil visited on the established context of London 

Society in this period. In it one May observe the vortex of shifting 

attitudes and social norms. In this conflict of generations the victim 

would prove both the symbolic and practical community coherence of 

Society. 

Late in the 1920s. the phenomenon of 'gate-crashing' became a 

familiar feature in Society entertainments as individuals would appear 

uninvited at social funct10ns or, if invited themselves, would attend 

with others who were not. On the evening of July 9, 1928 the Countess 

of Ellesmere, a daughter of the Earl of Durham, took exception to what 

she claimed was an instance of this offense under her roof. The 

ensuing debate. covered extensively in the press for weeks, became 

known as the 'Ellesmere Bali Row'. Cecil Beaton's biographer Hugo 

Vickers describes the affair in some detai! as it intimately involved 

a sister of Beaton, then enjoying her first London Season.55 

Lady Ellesmere held her ball at her family's London home 

Bridgewater House in honour of her daughters, the Ladies Anne and 

Jane Egerton. Among the guests were included Princess Andr,jw of 

Greece, her daughter Princess Cecilie, Princess Aspasia of Greece, the 

wiàow of King Alexander, the Earl of Lonsdale and the Duchess of 

Roxburghe. Lady Ellesmere had stopped receiving her guests when two 

of them, Mr. Stephan Tennant and Mr. David Plunket-Greene only then 

arrived. Both these men were familiar and fashionable figures on the 

social stage of the 1920s being two among the Bright Young People's 

original players. They had come to the ball from a performance of 

DiaghUev's Ballet Russe. itself a 'cause-celebre' for the progressive 
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young of the period. and were accompanied by their partners Nancy 

Beaton and Elizabeth Lowndes. The foursome Iater claimed not to have 

been at ail aware of any irregularity in their presence but Prince 

George of Greece noticed the girls and casually expressed surprise to 

bis hostess that she knew 'Miss Beaton' at which point Lady Ellesmere 

confronted her and demanded she leave. In bis discussion of the 

incident Hugo Vickers suggests that Lady Ellesmere had particular 

cause to be alert to gate-crashing. During the previous Season an 

American debutante Charlotte Brown of New York had been brought to 

one of Lady Ellesmere's functions by Lady Muriel Paget. Lady 

Ellesmere had complained and had even requested that Queen Mary 

intervene and duly canvassed her Lady of the Bedchamber the Countess 

of Minto. Lady Minto had replied that although both she and the Queen 

were 'so behind the times' that neither had even heard of Miss Brown 

she nonetheless added "Anyway it is unpardonable anyone inviting 

people to houses that don't belong to them and you are quite right to 

make a fuss.,,56 

The incident of July 9, 1928 might not have been publicly 

circulated but the scene was reported in the following day's 

newspapers having been witnessed by a social columnist at the ball. 

In defense of bis sis ter, Cecil Beaton wrote to Lady Ellesmere 

explaining that as she was Mr. Tennant's partner for the evening, he 

was therefore naturally completely responsible for her evening. "It 

is Most unfortunate that through him my sister should find herself in 

the dreadful predicament of being named 'an uninvited guest· ... S1 Even 

though he also requested that bis sister's name r.ot be cited in any 
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further press coverage, with this, Lady Ellesmere ctid not comply. The 

"Daily Express" printed Lady Ellesmere's variation of the incident with 

her comment; 

l wish the full.:;:.; L [lubllt:.:ity to be given to the na me of 
my uninvited guests as l consider this the only way of 
deallng with a nuisance which l unde~~tand Many 
hostesses have suffered from this season.~ 

In a subsequent assault Beaton added. 

l cannot see why Lady Ellesmere should have singled out 
my sister as an uninvited guest, as she had previously 
told a friend of mine that there were at Jeast 300 
people a t her ball she did not know by sight. 

Messrs. Tennant and Plunket Greene also played out their own role 

duly apologising to Lady Ellesmere. Nancy Beaton also wrote declaring 

herself to be 'extremely hurt' and added that she reserved the right 

to send a copy of her letter to the press (The Daily Express printed 

i t on July 13). 

Before this drama played itself out the issue was debated in 

the press as Society took sides in support of one or other of two 

'wounded' parties. Many among the aristocracy rallied behind Lady 

Ellesmere with declarations of indignant support. The Duchess of 

Roxburghe; "What intolerable impertinence bringing guests unasked and 

uninvited through your portals - l should certainly punish them 

soundly." The Duke of Northumberland wrote; "The principle culprit is 

a youth whose strange behaviour has caused considerable comment in 

Northumberland." Lord Lambourne a former Coldstream Guards colonel 

referred to such youth as llowling cads·. And Lady Ellesmere's father 

the Earl of Durham wrote in support; 

l think in the next honours list you should receive the 
OM or VC .... At the balls here when looklng about guests 
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l have often hoped sorne of them were uninvited. Cft 
course you did the right thing and l admire you for it. 

The editorial views of the newspapers themselves tended to voice the 

side of youth or at least to lampoon the less than graceful 

implications of foyer defences against hapless interlopers. The 

"Morning Post" criticised the vulgarity that guests might be reduced 

to presenting invitation cards at the door. In his "Sunday Express" 

column the aristocrat-gossip writer Lord Castlerosse wrote of 'the 

unwanted hostess' rather than of unwanted guests. 

However entertaining its distractions, what remains significant 

about the 'Ellesmere Bali Bow' was the precedent it set of open 

recourse to the press as a presumedly legitimate forum of public 

arbitration and debate. In this recourse its participants abandoned, 

consciously or otherwise, the niceties of an earlier mentality and 

process of conduct, as well as the self-governing exclusivity of its 

own Society circle. The domestic cultivation of a patrician form of 

civilisation as much as of mere self-preservation had been endemic to 

thls exclusivity. Much of both the ideal and practic~ of thls privilege 

was realised in the art and order of private entertainment. The 

innovation for example of the restaurant for Edwardian Society had 

dismayed sorne senior voices even though it might have exhUarated 

Queen Alexandra when she dined 'out' in Paris with King Edward VII 

thereby becoming the first reigning monarch, regnant or consort ever 

to cline 'in public'. By 1909 the Countess of Cardigan and Lancastre 

had entoned that, "a hostess ought always to show up to the best 

advantage in her own house. It is her proper setting - not the smart 
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restaurant where she now entertains her friends at so much a head."S1 

By the 19305 Lady Frances Balfour would respectfully recall a social 

life "centered on the home and lts interests" where privacy and 

delicacy were the keynotes of a beautiful hospitality.62 In the 

'Ellesmere Ball Row' one may see conveniently focused the break-point 

of innovation, change and stress in Society's post-war evolution. In 

it, not only could the public marvel at scenes of Society dis unit y , 

publicly vaunted with the collaboration of ail concerned. but in so 

doing, witness the demise of an aristocratie authority in Society's 

self-regulation and purpose. 
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CQNCLUSlQli 

In the opening remarks of her autobiography RQ~~ 

Adyentu.r.e. Elinor Glyn offers the following suggestion of both the 

useflllness and appeal of memoir writing and its theme of retrospection 

and reflection. 

The principal interest in Mernoirs has always seemed 
to me to lie in the comparisons whlch they make possible 
between the "then" and "now". .:md the reflections they 
provide of people, manners and customs which have passed 
away, or greatly changed with time. To read a book of 
reminiscences i5 like stepping back for a moment while 
painting sorne detail of a pictl.lre. to obtain an 
impreision of the recent work in its relation to the 
whole. 

Inasml.lch as it may be possible to attain this sense of 

revelation with regard to a single work of retrospection. sl.lch a 

perspective can be manlfoldly trlle of several. affording the reader 

a composite view - as if before. not merely a painting. but an 

intrieate historical tapestry - lifting the scales on a whole era of 

social experience and challenge. 

Elinor Glyn's reminiscences are one among many that have 

alluded to London Society life and aristocratie culture. in a period of 

social evolution and adaptation. This thesis has been concerned with 

the considerations of this evolution for the period including the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century and the nineteen thirties. In the 

presentation of memoir and analOgolls sources the preoccupation with 

such themes as continuity. change. transition. progress. decline. and 

of standards of behaviollr and example. ably demonstrate Society's 

sensitivity to those forces of challenge that for many. characterised 
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the restless years at the turn of the century. 

The time-frame of this inquiry corresponds to a clear 

recognition of the change and transition in Society's composition and 

practices and beyond them. of the broader realities of a 'ruling class' 

culture. hitherto dominated by the landed classes. The adaptive 

processes ::md the shifting relationships of Society both in relation 

to itself and to its external environment may effectively be seen in 

the comparative instances of recognisable continl.lity and change 

appraised both before and after the dividing point of the First World 

War. 

Into this mold, as in part demonstrated. may be poured a 

Niagara of retrospection and analytical comment. In the final 

appraisal of the character and essence of this cornmentary, one must 

first acknowledge that although this commentary is ïnvariably direct 

enough, much of the retrospective consideration of London Society's 

part and present, can as willingly mask as it can also choose to 

reveal. In reference particularly to Society's Victorian participants 

this factor might however. seem less interesting than the collective 

willingness to write and publish at an. Indeed, with the close of the 

nineteenth century mernoir production touching on thernes of change and 

alleged de cline became an ample literary genre. The intimate practice 

that had characterised an earlier time, whereby an author of sorne 

form of personal recollection or current attitude would publlsh 

privately for distribution among a circle of friends, may be seen to 

have given way to exercises in soul-sharing introspection, as 

unabashedly public in their address as they were often nostalgic and 
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plaintive in their concern. For many of these authors thls publishlng 

climate was l.:trgely influenced by .':'il collective realisation that .:t way 

of life was being effectively. and perhaps more to the point. 

unavoidably altered by forces of social and economic evolution. 

However. beyond the general application of thls opp.nness of 

concern there is nonetheless .:t sometimes exasperating lack of 

controversy present in the whole range of the memoir consideration 

of Sodety's life. The structure of the writing 1s almost always 

anecdot.:Ü. The reader follows a wandering but progressive path in 

which one recalled incident or example of experience natur:llly 

produces another. It is a simple but discreetly redeeming approach 

that often serves to fashion a form of cohesive narrative protecting 

the author from the controversy that might arise from an unwarranted 

.sophistication of analysis. 

It is true that occasionally a breeze will stir the otherwise 

placid surface of memory so that. by such a means one May note 

Moreton Frewen's boredom with the Souls or the Countess of Cardigan's 

coy allusions to Society's illicit pleasures. And yet, regardless of 

such passlng moments, a more typical pattern in retrospective 

testimony carefully avoids over-extension. Lady Dorothy Nevill is 

eloquent in her aesthetic criticism of the alleged consequences of new 

wealth on the late-Victorian scene but among her explanations for it 

she does not cite the instrumental role of the Prince of Wales who 

encouraged and facilitated a consciously democratic acceptance of 

change, welcoming into Society's social and economic processes such 

men as Maurice de Hirsch and Ernest Cassel.2 In memoirs. instances of 



129 

course of outright scandaI are underst.!mdably absent, or roasked to 

"1 point of invisibllity 50 that consequently there is little to breathe 

anything even like life, into otherwise highly significant chapters as 

the Tranby Croft or Beresford Brooke affairs of the early nineties. 

These restraints in the forro and character of memoir writing 

arguably reveallesfi concern with libellaws than they perhaps do with 

the natural reserve and social discipline of English people generally 

and of a certain solidarity among an upper class environment in 

particular. The relatively few examples of a freer and therefore 

perhaps more stimulating memoir production have, as a consequence, 

been pllblished privately if at ail, or on a date long after their 

content cOllld cause alarrn. In this way. after a veiling of fifty years 

has Osbert Sitwell's apposite poem Rat Week been printed (1986), 

exposing the indignities and commenting frankly on those players who 

enlivened the drama of the abdication of Kind Edward vm in December 

1936.3 Harold Nicolson's shrewd variation on the memoir genre in ~ 

People (1927) is as much a literary experiment as it is a historical 

document, placing actual persons in imaginary circllmstances and 

populating actual circumstances with imaginary persons - an approach 

that does not effortlessly lend itself to historical categorisation .• 

However. regardless of the form or structure deployed by 

authors. and regardless as well of whatever degree they May or rnay 

not be reticent or selective in their appraisal of identified themes. 

these in no way underrnine their value as a historical source. The 

subjectivity of agenda and expression in the Society memoir need be 

no more problematic for the student of their concerns than would be 
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the use of any document shaped by thought. opinion and inevitable 

bias. It is indeed the very sub.ieetivity of allusion and attitude in 

personal experience which is. in this context. the Qb.iect of study -

gauging the temper of a so(~ial elite. its 'raison d'etre' and sense of 

s~lf at key moments in its modern history. For this reason it May 

.also be said that although many of these authors constitute in their 

number, necessarily a min 0 rit y among their class and as sllch. tend 

toward a reflectiveness or intel.ligence which has not .always been 

thought characteristic of their brethren - this too does not 

(:ompromise their representativeness. Society life has always been 

composed by an animated leadership which set the standards and 

embodied the tone emulated by the surrounding 'cast of players'. An 

endemic law in any organisation is the two part relationship of leader 

.and follower. or at least, of senior and junior partner. The same i5 

equally true historically of the culture of Society's life. with the 

admitted ql.l.alification that its members were, at least theoretically, 

on a social par with one another. A celebrated figure such as 

Fr.ances, Countess of Warwick May easily be appreciated in this regard. 

as having been a leader, whereas the provincial image of the county 

squire harangued, let one imagine by his wife and daughters into the 

I.mdertak:i.ng of a London Season. would clearly have been a follower. 

a kind of 'spear carrier' in Society's fashionable drama. 

In appraising and evaluating the legacy of Society's 

retrospection and self-analysis it is necessary finally to 

acknowledge two fundamental factors in its expression. The firet of 

these indicates, in comparatively concrete and quantifiable terme. the 
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historical environment te which the period in this inquiry and its 

t,re.'ltment in memoir writing corresponds. The second in turn. must 

relat,e to somewhat intangible influences of sensibility and tradition 

not 50 easy in themselves .:llw.ays to define but no less vital in the 

proc~sses of Society and the mentality of its participants. 

Tt 15 a truism to state that .at no given point or period in 

historical experience are the affairs of life static or absolute in and 

of themselves. Perpetua! motion is itself the only practical law as 

.3 forever changing present 'peels off' a forever arriving future, 

depositing it in a forever accumulating pasto And yet the character, 

durability and consistency of perceived patterns and long established 

formulas in the government of communities nonetheless jus tif y the 

recognition of definable experience. In examining the form and 

character of London Society life from the late nineteenth century 

until the period of the 1930s one mal' chr.onicle the shifting balances 

of continuity and change, of the status quo and its adjustments 

whether they be subtle or dramatic. To a large extent it ls a period 

that reve/llS what could be .iustly termed 'the decline' of an 

.3ristocratic and landed social culture. That is to say. it is a period 

that witnesses the de cline of its once comparatively insular and near, 

if never quite actual. caste-like self-recognition. The late-Victorian 

phase in particular exposes in the retrospection of its experiences. 

the seeming contradictions of continuity and change effected by both 

the voluntary and involuntary adjustments to social evolution. The 

r Society memoir in this period is an almost entirely aristocratie genre 

of expression, typifying in its personalities, a long association with 
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land, government .3.nd soci.3.1 prestige. In the eontext of often full 

anri ac:tive lives, p.3.rticipants see Society's eulture .3.5 an integral 

featl.1re, a 'community meeting point', not merely of class authority but 

also of its realisation in both practical and idealised terms. The 

\'Jonsistency of time-honoured customs of practice can foster for the 

reader .3.n inevitable impression of order, process and propriety. 

However, regardless of this. in the specifie treatment of change on 

the late-Victorian scene. memoir authors also acknowledge that 

Society's climate was undeniably being altered. The authorship 

continues to correspond to an aristocratie and landed social 

foundation but the discussion suggests the broadening influences, to 

varying degrees of accommodation. of a surrol.lnding 'external 

en vironmen t~. 

The almost overwhelming impact of the First World War on the 

national \:: 0 mmunit y at large, reflects in memoir consideration of 

London Society itself, not only an accelerating of establlshed themes 

but also an expanded authorship. Although an aristocratie core 

experience endures. it i5 augmented, if not dominated, by a cast of 

players representative of the emergence of bourgeois influence in the 

lncreasing}y complex social and economic life of the nation. In this 

defused environment. Society llfe May be seen to have become less 

important as the embodiment of once landed political power and as 

having become more specifically social, plutocratic and merely 

decorative in nature. Thus. characteristic images of inter-war 

Society activities and associations become possible in the 

reminiscences for example of artists and entertainers whose social 
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and professional foundations are invariably independent of a Society 

patronage as sl.lch. Such memoir discussion possible in the 

r'p.miniscences of people like Tallulah Bankhead or Fred Astaire. are 

pres~nted in the context of autobiographies in which Society's world. 

1s more-or-less an ornamental element and not a dominant or defining 

theme. 

For the sake of narrative and linguistic convenience the use 

of the term 'Society' has been justified throughollt the duration of 

this inql.lires. However its application to increasing charge in 'upper 

class' London life in the inter-war period understandably leaves its 

validity problematic or obsolete. Such authors as Harold Macmillan 

and Sir George Arthur find the term democratically offensive with the 

latter only tolerating its continuity into the 1930s on account of its 

expanded 'spaciousness'. In his highly illustrative work As We Were 

(1930) E.F. Benson comments more sympathetically that in contrast to 

Vietorian Society and its patrician lace-work of inter-connecting 

relationships. responsibllities and eonscientious custom, London's 

modern-day resemblance to this remembered world had become a tenuous 

one. 

"Society" (in the sense of inverted commas) has 50 

broadened out that. becoming quite flat in the process. 
there is not the semblance of a peak left. To suggest 
that anybody matters now, or wields any social power. 
would imply as complete a misunderstanding of modern 
conditions as would the fallure to grasp the fact that 
in the eighties and the nineties there were in exis\ence 
these great ladies who mattered very mueh indeed. 

E.F. Benson's remarks are llseful in serving finally to assert 

that the aristocratie ingredient had been at the core of Society's 
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broader soci,3.1 context and traditions, The effectiveness of As .. Jie. 

~ i5 not merely te outline a text book reeitation of polltieal and 

economic fluctuations in the modem life of the upper classes but also 

to capture the sense and quality of their culture, This 'feeling' for 

the mate rial is often reallsed. as it is in so much first person memoir 

literature. in the predominance of what could be termed the 

'idiosyncratic moment', This can take the form of an anecdote but aiso 

,;ust ,3.S effectively in a single sentence or phrase. Such observations 

are signifieant in conveying the truth or spirit of an author's effort 

to explain or illustrate, They will often reveal the essence of social 

relationships and attitudes of finely evolved customs and vanities or 

the operating rl..üe in social proeesses without this rule being 

necessarily defined. For example. by such a means one may glimpse 

revealed in miniature. the personal1ty of King Edward VIn and the 

socially relaxed and restless tenor of his times in Chips Channon's 

remark on the occasion of a dinner party in 1936. "."and we marched 

into dinner. the ladies leading. The King will never precede the ladies. 

and distikes being asked to do so."S In another instance from the 

vantage point of a democratic age one might find self-conscious and 

rather 'arched', the otherwise unselfeonscious rebl.lke of Margot 

Asquith to George Curzon. "It's dreadful to be rude even to your own 

servants. but quite unpardonable to be rude te other people's ... 7 One 

may easily imagine how 'period' and quaint any number of such 

observations can be as if exhuming the seent of the air itself. when 

a tomb is unearthed. 

It is however important finally to allude to this manner of 
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expressed ideas not simply to acknowledge the unavoidable, but often 

to also recognise in it. the concern and sensibllities of an 

.:tristocratic culture during stages of its dissolution. It is otherwise 

sClmetimes difficult to jus tif y the validity of references to enjoyable 

dinners. gracious hostesses or discerning manners. To relate 

Society's interest and concern with these themes can be .:1 little lik.e 

trying to pin down a butterfly with carpenter nails or split a diamond 

with a hammer. It is often. as Beverley Nichols describes the 

conversational essence of Emerald Gunard - ·gossamer'. 

It is not difficult to understand hostillty or indifference to 

London Society's contemporary history. Whatever worth May be 

attribl.lted to its political and social processes in the nineteenth 

century. its inter'-war devolution is more suggestive of disintegration 

than dignity - cocktail stained, frivolous, seemingly irrelevant or 

arcane. a glittering but not golden addendurn to the frantic twenties 

and hungry thirties in a country yet again. on the verge of 

Armageddon. However, just as the progress of an aristocratic 

tradition and its reflection in Society may be thought to have become 

.~n anomaly in the contemporary age, so to does it contain the seed of 

Us own appeal. This appeal also goes beyond mere nostalgia or 

costume drama. rts interest. as demonstrated in 50 Many Society 

chroniclers is with the example of a seemingly perfected order and 

repose. This is of course ultimately mythic and thrives certainly on 

nosta!gia, but in the functional reality of Victorian aristocratie 

culture there nonetheless existed a comparatively disciplined web of 

community. This is a characteristic historically associated with 



136 

landed or al"istocr.:itic processes in general. The ,~oncepts of 

c("\mmunity .:ind order in crudely political terms have. in a sense been 

discredited in the tragic example of mid-twentieth century fasdsm. 

However the concept of order in less ideological terms, assodated 

with the human ide.:il of org.:inic society l.lniting its members in bonds 

of mutl.lal responsibllity. has nonetheless endured as an .~lluring if 

romantic idea in modern thought. It may be easy to dismiss the quaint 

musings of old women such as Lady Dorothy Nevill treating specifie 

topics that. for the contemporary reader are as dead as the Dodo 

bird. but rather less easy to dismiss the vallles of others who have 

shared her fundamental Ol.~tlook or rather, who have expressed a 

kindred sympathy with the nature of her concerns. In the canon of 

modern literature the aristocratie sensibility, displaced and 

polgnantly vulnerable, has evoked a tragic, almost sacrificial foU to 

the chaos, cruelty, and materialism of our modern world. Through such 

.:in agency have the following representative creations been evoked -

Blanohe DuBois' sacrifice on the altar of the 'new South' in Tennessee 

Williams' A Streetcar Named De~ (1947); the reslgned dignity of the 

Prince in accepting that ·p.:>litical progress' will not alter human 

nature in Guiseppi di Lampedusa's The Leopard (1958); the helpless 

despair and wounded sensibillty of Olga .in Anton Chekhov's Three 

Sjsters (1905) at the cruelty of her sister-in-law to an old family 

retainer; and the hybrid eccentricity and somewhat tragi-comic self 

destruction of the Fly tes in Evelyn Waugh's emotional elegy to the 

pasto Brideshead Reyisited (1945). 

A sensitivity to the past as well as to the values and the 
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Elxample of commurùty .~re often expressed in the context of what an 

'iluthor perceives to be an alien or antagonistic culture. Thus, sl.lch 

a sensitivity can reflect a response to a 'current' state of affairs 

as much as it might l.mderstand the nature as sl.lch of past experience. 

In this sense the memoir literature and comment on London Society's 

recent history, form and character resembles all historicalliteratl.lre, 

conditioned by the effort to interpret and resolve the challenge of 

human experience in the forever creative debate of the pasto 

In the legacy of London Society's modern history one rnay 

glimpse this drama played out in a 'vanity fair' of human experience, 

evoking virtl.le and vice, conviction and expediency, distinction and 

mediocrity - the human comedy in miniature. It is a passage that has 

perhaps been eloquent of an English predilection to adapt and evolve, 

mindful of the processes and certainties of establlshed example and 

tradition. In this, as with any other community of the human family, 

had London Society hoped to I.lnderstand and ~y the unrelenting 

tide of time . 
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