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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

A Cultural History of Hair offers an unparalleled examination of the most malleable part of the human body. This fascinating set explores hair’s intrinsic relationship to the construction and organization of diverse social bodies and strategies of identification throughout history. The six illustrated volumes, edited by leading specialists in the field, evidence the significance of human hair on the head and face and its styling, dressing, and management across the following historical periods: Antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Age of Enlightenment, the Age of Empire, and the Modern Age.

Using an innovative range of historical and theoretical sources, each volume is organized around the same key themes: religion and ritualized belief, self and societal identification, fashion and adornment, production and practice, health and hygiene, gender and sexuality, race and ethnicity, class and social status, representation. The aim is to offer readers a comprehensive account of human hair-related beliefs and practices in any given period and through time. It is not an encyclopedia. A Cultural History of Hair is an interdisciplinary collection of complex ideas and debates brought together in the work of an international range of scholars.

Geraldine Biddle-Perry


Introduction: Empires of Hair and their Afterlives

SARAH HEATON

Once one starts thinking about hair in the Age of Empire it appears everywhere. At a friend’s house during dinner, when asked what I was currently working on, I mentioned this book. My host went to the family safe and brought an old wooden box to the table which opened to reveal a long thick brown plait of Victorian hair. Perhaps I should have expected this, after all this is a house where tales of Tennyson and Barbara Villiers, mistress of King Charles II, vibrate through the walls.1 But all these stories which echo through family history become somehow more compelling when the body long gone is somehow manifest. It is the strangest of experiences to sit at dinner among friends and to hold a heavy plait of Victorian hair. Even more remarkable are the stories which unfold around the plait. It is thought to belong to Ellen, an extraordinary woman who followed her brother Sir Roger Palmer, survivor of the Charge of the Light Brigade, out to the Crimea to find herself a husband.2 This was a girl who had taken over the Palmer Estates at seventeen when her mother died and her father’s mental health was in decline. Bored and lonely she wrote diaries and determined to marry for love. Yet she was beautiful and intelligent, and for a family who had fallen out of society’s favor she was seen as “capital” and paraded first by her mother, and then her aunts, around debutante balls and society events. Hating it all she took her father out to the Crimea via land. She was not a woman who would sail to Constantinople and keep a safe distance from the action; this was a woman of the empire; she watched battles and met her husband Archibald Peel on Lord Raglan’s yacht. While it is thought she died in childbirth aged thirty-four in 1860 her hair has been carefully preserved and has lain quietly in the dark recess of the house. As an object it is unclear what is to be done with it but it certainly cannot be thrown out. Holding the hair of a Victorian woman who ran an estate, wrote, traveled, and married for love is extraordinarily compelling not simply because it takes you to another time and place but because it resonates so powerfully through all the lives which it has touched. Here is not simply the cold dark patina on an object once held, nor the sweat stains on a dress once worn but part of the woman herself: the hair which she touched as she wrote her diaries, which she styled in the Crimea, which was caressed by her husband and held by her children. This piece of hair, along with all those in this volume, continue to have afterlives which resonate through all those who encounter its strands. Perhaps understanding this the Victorians embraced hair in all its forms from long luxurious locks to intricate pieces of jewelry made from human hair and the hair of the dead. This fascination was by no means the preserve of the Victorians but part of a tangle of tresses that reached across the empire and beyond.

This volume concerns the Age of Empire, 1800 to 1920, but cannot help but look further back to the past and forward to the future. In Britain the height of the Age of Empire was the golden age between 1850 and 1870 and the centerpiece was the Great Exhibition of 1851 which showed off an empire. The exotic artifacts, including hair, displayed the global reach of Victoria’s empire and the Crystal Palace represented all that could be achieved in the modern world as a statement of confidence and power. Underneath the glitter of the glass and all that was on display was a period of state formation, expansionist policies, war, and conquest in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Hair, like many of the objects on display, comes to symbolize the reach of the empire and beyond: the surface of coiffured perfection and the conflict and exchange behind it. The historian Eric Hobsbawm identifies the Age of Empire as 1875 to 1914 and suggests that it is “penetrated and dominated by these contradictions” of peace and ultimately world war.3 Geographically Hobsbawm notes that in the “new type of empire, the colonial […] most of the world outside Europe and the Americas was formally partitioned into territories under the formal rule or informal political domination of one or another of a handful of states: mainly Great Britain, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, the USA, and Japan.”4 The concept of the West then is less a geographical demarcation than a historical one suggesting capitalist dominance in the new global economy. Although different cultures have their own hair practices there is, during the period, a colonizing impulse which extends to the economies of hair and its fashioning. Whether the empire is seen as a geographical, historical, or cultural construct, arguably it is the Victorian’s obsession with hair which fueled the global reach of hair in the Age of Empire and it is the Victorian obsession which the volume returns to again and again.

AFTERLIVES AND THE APOCRYPHAL

In contemporary culture we may not wear our deceased’s hair as jewelry but the habit of cutting a baby’s lock is common. We are also fascinated by the pieces of Victorian hair jewelry and macabre hair art which turn up on the UK television program Antiques Roadshow, and will happily peer at these objects from behind the safety of the glass cabinet in museums such as the Victoria and Albert in London. Fragments of Charles Darwin’s beard, apparently collected from his desk, are displayed in the Natural History Museum and a recent exhibition titled “Curious Objects” at Cambridge University included beard and scalp hair sent to Darwin in an attempt to refute his theories in The Descent of Man. There is also, perhaps predictably, Victorian hair for sale on eBay. Meanwhile, famous hair often makes the news; recently yet another locket purportedly containing a lock of Napoleon’s hair made the headlines. This one was discovered in a terraced house in Surrey, England, and went to auction in July 2015 fetching £7,500.5 It is not just Napoleon’s hair which lives on and fetches a good price. In 1994 a couple, Dr. Alfredo “Che” Guevara, a urological surgeon, and his partner Ira Brilliant, bought a lock of Beethoven’s hair apparently cut in 1827. The journey of this lock of hair is meticulously followed in Russell Martin’s book Beethoven’s Hair: An Extraordinary Historical Odyssey and a Scientific Mystery Solved.6 The book brings to life the journey of a piece of hair across nearly 200 years until it was finally DNA tested by Guevara in 1994.

This sense of living on is apparently literalized even more compellingly in Lizzie Siddal’s hair. Married to Dante Gabriel Rossetti she was a model, artist, and poet, painted time and again by the Pre-Raphaelites. Of course her hair lives on in Rossetti’s paintings and poetry but it also lives on in the rumors; and of course the rumors suggest that her hair lived on, literally, continuing to grow after she died. Rossetti further added to those rumors in the published lines, “Lies all that golden hair undimmed in death,”7 lines which according to Galia Ofek “imaginatively endowed his wife’s hair with an independent power.”8 Throughout this volume there is a really compelling sense of hair of the Age of Empire having an independent power in all sorts of different ways: from its fetishization, its fashions, its framing of the self, its shear mass, and its afterlives. The Sutherland Sisters and their extraordinary long tresses evince all these aspects of hair (Figure I.1). Often front-page news during the Age of Empire they are still making headlines today. In 2013 the Daily Mail exclaimed: “The real-life Rapunzels: How seven sisters with tresses measuring 37 feet between them tantalized their audiences to make their fortune… and patented a ‘miracle’ hair tonic.”9 The article also notes that a bottle of their tonic was recently for sale on eBay for $249.99 rather than the $9.99 advertised back in 1901.
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FIGURE I.1: The Seven Sutherland Sisters.

It is not just head hair which has afterlives. The story of one of the most famous locks of Victorian hair which “lives on” is the lock that Lady Caroline Lamb gave to Lord Byron. Credited with giving Byron the aphorism “mad, bad and dangerous to know” she is said to have sent him a snippet of her pubic hair; apocryphal the tale and the quotation may or may not be, but it lives on in our cultural consumption of Victorian hair.10 A similar “independent power” appears to be wielded by John Ruskin’s wife Effie’s luxurious locks. Again these are not tresses of head hair but rather her pubic locks. Numerous books, an opera, and a recent film, Effie (2013) by Emma Thompson, have ruminated the reason for the annulment of the Ruskins’s marriage. Famously Ruskin is quoted in explanation: “It may be thought strange that I could abstain from a woman who to most people was so attractive. But though her face was beautiful, her person was not formed to excite passion. On the contrary, there were certain circumstances in her person which completely checked it.”11 Rumors abound as to why Ruskin was unable to consummate the marriage yet it is Effie herself who suggested: “[Ruskin] had imagined women were quite different to what he saw I was, and that the reason he did not make me his Wife was because he was disgusted with my person the first evening.”12 She finally married and had eight children with the Pre-Raphaelite Sir John Everett Millais who, like his contemporaries, was known for his painting of luxurious hair. Perhaps if the Pre-Raphaelites had at an earlier date paid such detailed attention to all of a woman’s hair rather than focusing on her head the apparent shock Ruskin felt may not have left him seemingly impotent. A glance through paintings from Walter Crane’s The Laidly Worm (1881), Sir Edward Burne-Jones’s The Pygmalion Series to Millais’s The Knight Errant (1870) finds women’s bodies remarkably hairless.

This hairlessness is in marked contrast to the realist painting L’Origine du monde of 1866, by Gustave Courbet. His other female nudes, such as Reclining Woman and Woman with a Parrot, both 1866, tend to be similarly hairless or else their pubis is discreetly covered by hand or gauze which is more typical for the period. While it has been suggested that L’Origine was commissioned by the first owner, Turkish-Egyptian diplomat Khalil-Bey, a collector of eclectic representations of the female body, this does not detract from its impact in terms of representing the hirsute female body. Here there is no contextualizing through literary or poetic device; there is no symbolism to imbue a narrative, but rather bold brush strokes which reveal a certain realism of the female body. Yet it manages to step away from being pornographic despite fascinating the gaze. Perhaps this is precisely because of the lack of narrative props which high-end Victorian pornography tended to include. Yet, according to Abigail Solomon-Godeau in her article “The Legs of the Countess,” aside from Courbet’s painting developments it is nineteenth-century “photography [that] can be credited with the invention of the beaver shot, an image so constructed that its sole purpose is the exposure of female genitalia.”13 She goes on to discuss the fascinating boundary between art, photographic art, and pornography in which, aside from Courbet’s hirsute female genitalia, such depictions are restricted to the latter. And of course the painting remained hidden in private collections until it was displayed in the Musée d’Orsay from 1995. Yet whether in Courbet’s painting or Victorian pornographic photography these women’s pubic hair lives on and seemingly wields a rather different independent power.

AMASSING LOCKS: COLLECTING HAIR

Amassed hair from the Age of Empire lives on perhaps most dramatically in various collections some of which are more recently curated such as Leila’s Hair Museum in Missouri and the collection in the Victoria and Albert Museum. One of the most fascinating collections of hair can be viewed at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, USA. Until the 1990s the Romantic poet Leigh Hunt’s collection could be handled by visitors; now we can gaze at a distance. From Charlotte Brontë, John Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Browning to a black braid of Edgar Allan Poe’s, which he had given to Elmira Shelton, the collection is full of nineteenth-century literary hair lovingly described on the website: “They look exactly as one imagines they should: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s curls rather like the coat of her spaniel, Flush; Keats’s wavy and luxuriantly brown; the older Wordsworth’s hair is blondish, thin, and flecked with gray (Figure I.2).”14
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FIGURE I.2: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s hair in the J.H. Leigh Hunt Collection. Courtesy Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin.

Hunt was seemingly fascinated by the fact that hair lives on and has afterlives. In his essay “Pocketbooks and keepsakes,” he says “this is what gives to a lock of hair a value above all other keepsakes: it is a part of the individual’s self.”15 This sense of the hair living on and having the potential to connect to the individual at an emotional but also physical level that seemingly defies not only time and space but also death, comes across most clearly in his poem about Milton’s hair:

To Robert Batty, M.D., on His Giving Me a Lock of Milton’s Hair

By Leigh Hunt

It lies before me there, and my own breath

Stirs its thin outer threads, as though beside

The living head I stood in honoured pride,

Talking of lovely things that conquer death.

Perhaps he pressed it once, or underneath

Ran his fine fingers when he leant, blank-eyed,

And saw in fancy Adam and his bride

With their heaped locks, or his own Delphic wreath.

There seems a love in hair, though it be dead.

It is the gentlest, yet the strongest thread

Of our frail plant,—a blossom from the tree

Surviving the proud trunk; as if it said,

Patience and gentleness in power. In me

Behold affectionate eternity.

The poem beautifully encapsulates the connection hair suggests to the other, that it is somehow living still even when its owner is dead. The poem resonates with the Victorian fascination with the boundary between life and death found in such poems as Christina Rossetti’s “After Death”; in Millais’s painting Ophelia (1851–1852); in the popularity for Gothic novels such as Bram Stoker’s Dracula; and in paintings such as The Nightmare by Henry Fuseli and Gabriel von Max’s Der Anatom (1869). Further, Hunt links this to a sense of love, so it is not just merely living but it is also alive with sentiment and feeling, even while it is dead. A lock of Milton’s hair is included in his collection but seemingly has the weakest provenance as according to the collection’s website it is said to have been acquired when Milton’s body was interred at the end of the eighteenth century. Yet it is this lock which Hunt appears to have dwelt upon most in his writing perhaps because it was the lock of the long dead poet whom he admired, much as now the rest of the collection resonates with us.

Hunt was not alone in his fascination; in the 1850s John Varden started the collection Hair of Persons of Distinction; first displayed in 1853, it is now housed at the Smithsonian National Museum of American History.16 Working for museums as keeper of collections there appears to be an interesting narrative of ownership surrounding the locks of hair. Varden seems to have explicitly wanted to claim the locks as his own in two senses: first, that once the lock of hair is no longer attached it becomes someone else’s, but crucially given his role at the museum as keeper of collections, he wished to keep this collection in private ownership not as one of the museum’s. While his collection includes a lock from the sculptor Clark Mills it tends to lean more to the military with Generals Winfield Scott and Sam Houston, and the
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