Exhibiting Ireland: The Donegal Industrial Fund in London and
Chicago
Janice Helland, Queen’s University

Résumé

Cet essai étudie l’histoire complexe et l’existence précaire de l’artisa

arts”) qui correspond avec l’intensité croissante des débats au sujet
du “Home Rule” et des appels à l’indépendance. De plus il réévalue

nat à domicile, survivant en marge des débats au sujet des exposi

le lien inextricable entre artisanat à domicile et philanthropie au dixneuvième siècle dans les journaux et les magazines, une relation qui a

tions et du colonialisme. On y examine le “Donegal Industrial Fund,”

une organisation fondée en 1883 par Alice Rowland Hart à Londres

contribué à une féminisation excessive de l’artisanat à domicile et à
une marginalisation des arts ménagers (“home arts”) dans les discus

et les contributions de cette fondation à l’exposition irlandaise de

Londres (1888) et à la foire mondiale de Chicago (1895). L’article
s’efforce de montrer que le colonialisme est implicitement mêlé à la
renaissance de l’artisanat à domicile en Irlande (souvent appelé “home

sions sur le mouvement d’ “Arts and Crafts” (Arts et Métiers) à la fin
du dix-neuvième siècle.

T

JLhe first Irish Exhibition organized for “mighty London”1

colonialism that I wish to address by describing Hart’s project,

opened at Olympia in June 1888 and, following the popular

the Donegal Industrial Fund, and its contributions to Olympia

Great Exhibition of 1851, promoted the industries as well as the

(1888) and to the Chicago World’s Fair (1893).

arts of Ireland. The Irish Times optimistically expressed the

This essay endeavours to expose the colonialism implicitly

“strongest hope” that the display of “Irish industries, Irish art,

woven into and around the revival of cottage crafts (often called

and Irish traditions and customs” would create a “better feeling”

home arts) in Ireland,8 which coincided with the increased

toward Ireland as well as a “juster idea of its resources and

intensity of Home Rule debates and calls for independence.9

wants.”2 These sentiments reiterated the mandate published in

The rejuvenation of cottage crafts in Ireland, frequently spon-

the exhibitions official catalogue. The organizers, including the

sored and promoted by English women, grew simultaneously

Duke of Abercorn, Earl Cadogan, and physician-activist Ernest

with rébellion against England and therefore cannot be disasso-

Hart, wanted to highlight “the worth and significance of Irish

ciated from the political, even as the leaders of the cottage craft

art,” to moderate préjudices “at the very root of misunderstand-

movement sought to distance themselves from politics. Ishbel,

ings,” and to encourage public interest in the revival of Ireland’s

Countess of Aberdeen, founded the largest and arguably the

industries.3 Dublin’s nationalist Evening Telegraph was certain
the exhibition would “hasten the coming of Home Rule.”4

most influential organization, the Irish Industries Association in

Although this large exhibition has not been singled out for

don general committee of the Irish Industries Association in

1886; Theresa, Marchioness of Londonderry, founded the Lon

discussion in the expanding body of literature that seeks to

1895; and English-born aristocrats such as Cecilia, Countess of

locate and describe nineteenth-century expositions as elaborate

Lucan, established individually-operated cottage craft ventures

signifiers of the colonial project,5 it certainly rests easily within

in the late 1880s that exhibited with the Irish Industries Asso

those discussions. Even during the five-month tenure of the

ciation. It is impérative to acknowledge the embedded colonial

display, the contemporary press recognized and identified its

ism of home industries organizations as complicated and diverse

merit; for example, Dublin’s Irish Society insisted that London

while, at the same time, to recognize that cottage crafts hâve

took more kindly to the “effort of Ireland at Olympia” than it

been marginalized within broader debates about exhibition and

had ever done before “with regard to any of the many Colonial

empire. In addition, I wish to re-evaluate the inextricable link

and other shows with which, of late years, the metropolis of the

made between home arts and philanthropy in nineteenth-cen

world has been inundated.”6

tury newspapers and magazines, a relationship that has led to an

Within the larger exhibition, one faux Irish village, Don

excessive feminization of cottage industries and also to the

egal Village, achieved tremendous popularity with viewers and

marginalization of home arts in discussions about the late nine

in the press. The Donegal Industrial Fund, founded in 1883 by

teenth-century Arts and Crafts movement. The amorphous and

Londoner Alice Rowland Hart “for the encouragement of Irish

categorically gendered home arts hâve been consistently pushed

Home Industries and the benefit of Irish workers,”7 recreated

to the edges of the Arts and Crafts movement.

Donegal Village as a community of craft workers who demon-

The Donegal Industrial Fund operated within the param-

strated the making of objects in purpose-built exhibition cot

eters of the nascent Arts and Crafts movement (a movement

tages amongst already completed items offered for sale (fig. 1).

not named as such until 1888) and owed much to the writings

It is the complex history and precarious existence of cottage

of nineteenth-century art critic and social philosopher John

crafts subsisting on the edges of debates about exhibitions and

Ruskin; thus, to consider it only as a philanthropie activity
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Figure I. Old Irish Market Place, the Irish Village at Olympia, 1888, published in Queen, 7 July 1888, p. 8 (photo: Toronto
Reference Library)
the founder or founders of the spécifie or-

ganization. They ail were steeped in
Ruskinian thought and developed in ways

that replicated the ideals of the emergent
Arts and Crafts movement, which included
a desire “to provide an alternative code to

the harshness of late nineteenth-century in-

dustrialism,” to encourage the “création of
hand-made goods,” and to promote an inté

gration between art and craft.12 At the same
time home industries interacted with or implemented those ideals in very different ways.

Alice Rowland Hart (1848-1931): A Brief
Biography
Hart was a complex and talented person.

She had trained as a doctor in Paris and at
the London School ofMedicine for Women
and retained, throughout her life, a concern

for health and nutrition.13 She painted: in 1896 a solo exhibi

oversimplifies extraordinarily complex sets of gendered and
classed relationships between production and consumption, col

tion of pictures she made during a trip to the Far East opened in

laboration and exploitation, and exhibition and display. To

London, accompanied by a catalogue with an introduction
written by London art critic and Studio editor Gleeson White.14

ignore the colonialism woven together with the narrative of
English women in Ireland, even though the Fund’s founder,

She wrote travel books, published medical treatises, made

Alice Hart, secmed to comprehend the problems associated

weavings, actively participated in the Japan Society, and almost

with England’s colonial presence in Ireland, is to simplify a

single-handedly established the Donegal Industrial Fund as an

multifarious relationship. For example, during an 1891 lecture

organization to revive and promote home arts and industries in
the “congested districts” of Donegal.15

Hart showed her audience “photographs of éviction scenes” and
remarked that, while shc did not wish to pass any opinion upon

In 1904, in her new rôle as editor of The House Beautiful

the “rights or wrongs of the bitter fight” that was prevailing at

and the Home, with its descriptive sub-title “A journal for those

the time, she had never seen “such sad and desolate scenes as

who design, beautify, furnish and inhabit houses,” Alice Rowland

those which were résultant upon évictions.”10 However, in an

Hart lamented the “inextinguishable desire of the human mind”

earlier lecture she had demonstrated “transformation scenes”

to yearn for easy money. Her éditorial closed with a moralizing

where her pictures of “wretched interiors, starving women and

children” were removed with a sponge that represented the

comment: “A sovereign earned is sweeter than a hundred won
or found.”16 In the next issue of House Beautiful, Hart ex-

Donegal Industrial Fund and were replaced “by a sériés of

pressed regret for the dépopulation of the British countryside

comfortable cottages, well-fed, well-warmed old folk,”11 thereby

and suggested the introduction of model farm schools to edu-

suggesting the efficacy of English philanthropie intervention

cate girls and boys. Positive action should be taken to “counter-

into colonized Ireland.

act the boredom of the country” by revitalizing the village hall

To situate the goals and aspirations of the Donegal Indus

with lectures, dances, concerts and instruction.17 In April of the

trial Fund, I shall first leap ahead in time to the early twentieth

same year, Hart published an article by one of her favourite

century, then back to the 1880s, when Alice Rowland Hart

correspondents, Lucy Yates, about “Art for the People,” a new

organized the Fund, and then, finally, to the spécifie contribu

international association formed in Paris. “[H]ad Ruskin been

tions of the Donegal Industrial Fund to Olympia and Chicago.

living,” wrote Yates, “he’d be the first to support the organisa

While discussing the Donegal Industrial Fund, I argue that the

tion.”18 A slightly later article in January 1905 commended the

various home arts and industries of the late nineteenth century

cottage crafts produced by workers in Dublin’s Dun Emer

each developed their own objectives and directions - although

Industries19 for their originality, individuality, and distinction,

their intentions were complementary, each association had its

“which would hâve gladdened the heart of Ruskin.” At Dun

own unique characteristics usually reflecting the influence of

Emer, according to Hart’s magazine,
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Ruskin would hâve found the réalisation of many of his

his obituary declared that his success was “largely owing to his

most cherished dreams. Here are fresh country girls, sur-

extensive connection and high réputation among the wealthy

rounded by trees and flowers, working out artistic designs

members of his own religion.”25 Alice Rowland Hart shared

and making them things of beauty, under the guidance of

with her husband a concern for health and justice informed by

cultivated and refined women. No deafening roar of ma-

late nineteenth-century codes of morality, but, at the same

chinery, no hideous black smoke from factory chimneys: ail

time, she had to negotiate between her husband’s Jewishness

is grâce, tranquillity, peace and harmony.20

and her sister’s Christian piety tinged with anti-Semitism.26

Ernest Hart, wrote Henrietta Barnett, “was a Jew, a reverent

These few glimpses into House Beautiful introduce Alice

agnostic, pursuing truth with a ruthless disregard of consé

Hart and establish her relationship with a way of thinking

quences, a man with a great love of beauty, a keen appréciation

about art and social projects that owes much to John Ruskin.

of art, and an unashamed enjoyment of luxury.”27

This is not to infer that she always agreed with Ruskin or his

It was their concern for truth that sent Alice Hart and

positions but she shared with her family, friends, and colleagues

Ernest Hart to Ireland early in 1883 to investigate reports of

a relationship with society that grew out of Ruskinian philoso-

Irish misery and famine.28 In préparation for the trip, Alice

phy and, even when she strayed from his ideals, her concerns for

Hart read a sériés of books, pamphlets, published speeches,

a life that embraced art remained constant. Her relationship

and reports “with ever increasing interest, mingled with feel-

with Ruskin’s writings began in the late 1860s, before her

ings of pain, shame and indignation.” As she read Irish his-

marriage, when she was still living in her family home with her

tory, said Hart in an 1885 lecture, she “felt for the first time

widowed, art-loving father,21 her aunt, and her philanthropi-

ashamed of being an Englishwoman.” She blamed England

cally-minded sister, Henrietta. Henrietta Rowland began work

for willingly and knowingly destroying the glass and woollen

ing with social reformer Octavia Hill in the early 1870s, while

industries of Ireland; she denied the commonly voiced charac-

she was still in her teens, and after her marriage to Samuel

teristic of Irish idleness by insisting that the population wanted

Barnett in 1873, she became assiduously devoted to philan

employment; she decided “that the most practical thing to do

thropie activities in London’s East End, most notably to the

would be to revive the old Cottage Industries and to develop

establishment of the Whitechapel Art Gallery as a venue mcant

and improve the ancient arts of spinning, weaving, knitting,

to bring culture - and with it morality- to the poor.22 Henrietta

sewing and embroidery.” 29 Her main concern was to provide

Rowland Barnett wrote of her sister:

work for an agricultural, rural population during the long

winter months, thus supplementing the meagre income earned
To describe her is perplexing. She is very clever, generous-

during the growing season: to this end she founded the Don-

minded enough to forgive injuries, humble enough to forget

egal Industrial Fund. Thus, the story of Alice Hart and the

them, full of the passion of pity and self-forgetful enthusi-

Donegal Industrial Fund includes Irish peasants, embroidered

asm, with a child-like confidence in everyone which none of

textiles, entrepreneurial élan, opulent lace, English Jewishness,

the disappointments she has suffered ever quenches. She

and rural poverty.

narrâtes brilliantly but dislikes discussion, the bent of her

The Donegal Industrial Fund

mind being assertively scientific ... She reads voraciously,
skctches dramatically, has a sunny temper, and is a trained

doctor and an observant nurse.23

The Harts consistently characterized the population of Donegal
as hard-working, honest, thrifty people. “No one,” said Alice

Alice Rowland married London physician and reformer

Hart in an 1887 lecture she gave in London, can visit Donegal

Ernest Hart (1835-1898) in 1872, the year before her sister

“with seeing eyes and open mind, and not bear witness to the

married Barnett. Hart had established his réputation as a cru-

astonishing laboriousness of the people who, without capital

sader years earlier when he had agitated for the rights and

and without help of any kind, hâve turned stoney wastes and

éducation of Jews. He was only eighteen when Frasers Magazine

barren bogs into arable farms and green fields.”30 More poign-

published his essay “The British Jews,” written in response to a
racist article published earlier in The Quarterly Review M After

antly, and with reference to her own rôle in London society, she
commented,

winning a scholarship to Queen’s College, Cambridge, but
being inéligible for a degree because he was Jewish, Hart opted

Their courtesy of manner is charming. In the poorest hut a

for a career in medicine, and, although he had a stellar réputa

kindly welcome and the best the host can produce are placed

tion as a physician and as editor of the British Medical Journal,

at the disposai of the stranger. I hâve been received with
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In many instances, the new or rejuvenated organizations

more grâce in an Irish pig-stye converted into a human

relied upon the same funding structures as the old: the raising of

habitation than in many a London drawing-room.31

money by aristocrats or with the help of aristocrats. For exam

ple, Eglantyne Jebb counted the Duchess of Westminster, the
Marchioness of Waterford,41 and Countess Brownlow among

Hart’s programme coincided with growing concerns for the

organization of home industries in Britain and Ireland. Eglantyne
Louisa Jebb (1845-1925), born and educated in Ireland but

her patrons.42 The powerful and committed Ishbel, Countess

married and living in England, inaugurated her Cottage Arts

of Aberdeen, founded the Irish Industries Association in 1886,

Association in Shropshire in 1884 “with the direct object of

and Millicent, Duchess of Sutherland, revived the Sutherland

promoting happy and thrifty home life among the people.”32
By 1885 she had expanded her small venture, renamed it the

Industrial Exhibition (later called the Highland Home Indus
tries Association) in 18 8 6.43 Millicent Sutherland, along with

Home Arts and Industries Association, and introduced it to
London’s “self-defined status group,” fashionable Society,33 with

Ishbel Aberdeen, Countess Rosebery, and Princess Louise, established Scottish Home Industries in 1889.44 Many groups

an exhibition in the Cari ton House Terrace home of the Asso

energetically organized events in London’s most exclusively elite

ciations patrons, Earl Brownlow and Adelaide, Countess
Brownlow.34 Earl Brownlow became the Associations first presi

résidences to advertise and raise money for their ventures.

dent; Walter Besant, who “spoke encouragingly of the new

London home, Stafford House; Ishbel Aberdeen frequently or

scheme” at the influential Social Science Congress in Birming
ham, became the Associations first treasurer.35 Jcbb’s Home

ganized similar events in W.W. Astor’s résidence in Carlton

Arts and Industries Association became an umbrella organiza

dence in Park Lane; the Lord Mayor’s Mansion House in the

tion for many affiliated groups that worked toward educating
the lower or working classes in the making of crafts.36 This was

city provided the venue for an important lace exhibition under

Millicent Sutherland held displays and sales in her luxurious

House Terrace or in the Marchioness of Londonderry’s rési

viewed as a way of inspiring in workers a desire for beauty and

the patronage of “Her Most Gracious Majesty the Queen and
the Princesses of the Royal House.”43 These exhibitions, while

an understanding of taste, and concomitantly, of civilization.

raising money and promoting handerafted articles, became so

The Lady, a magazine that appealed to “upper-class British

cial events, provided “dressing up” opportunities for the con-

femininity,”37 considered the Association a vital force in “civi-

suming viewers, and suggested political support for the

lizing” the uneducated poor during “an âge in which the politi

beleaguered edges of the United Kingdom.

cal sovereignty of the land threatens to fall into the hands of the

Significantly, the apparent similarities between the organi

masses.”38 The production of cottage crafts, then, became en-

zations served also to highlight their différences and, in so

twined with British culture as defined in the nineteenth century

doing, articulated the multi-faceted characteristics of the or

by Society, or the upper classes.

ganizations that eventually would be grouped under the generic

However, the désignation “home arts and industries” can-

title of “home arts and industries.” Highland Home Industries,

not always be conflated with the Home Arts and Industries

for example, like some of its counterparts in Ireland, fell under

Association, even though many groups shared similar goals and

the aristocratie sponsorship of an antiquated feudal System.

grew up around analogous issues. Most of the groups, including

Years after its founding The Times printed a long essay titled

the large and influential Association, were rooted in mid-cen-

“Survival in Scotland and Revival in England” that examined

tury estate-based practices centred upon the concept of poverty

the growth of home industries. The irony of such projects is

relief. For example, in 1849 in the Highlands of Scotland,

captured in the expressive language used by the reviewer to

Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland, organized an Industrial Society

describe the use of home-spun fabrics: “[IJt is due to no acci

for crofters in the south-eastern parishes of Sutherland, with

dent and to no whim of fashion that home-spun is the chosen

annual exhibitions held in Golspie beginning in 1850; these
exhibitions continued until about the mid-1860s.39 In Ireland,

clothing of every sportsman in the North; but there is some-

“a number of ladies” expanded the lacemaking industry as an
attempt to forestall the disasters of the famine.40 These early

wealthiest in the land should be clad in fabrics made by the
industry of the poorest.”46

thing of pathos in the thought that the highest placed and

ventures were not sustained, but, by the 1880s, they were

Hart’s project certainly corroborated The Times astute analy

energetically revived to correspond with the growing interest in

sis, but it also challenged more estate-based directions of the

cottage crafts evidenced by increasingly frequent industrial ex

organizations favoured by landed aristocrats. Unlike Millicent

hibitions, John Ruskin’s highly publicized and intensely roman-

Sutherland, but similar in some ways to Jebb, Hart established

ticized revival of hand weaving on the Isle of Man, and the rapid

an art industry that complemented the more market-driven

growth of markets for products that signified the handmade.

production of home-spun flannels, tweeds, and knitwear. She
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Figure 2. Kells embroideries of the Donegal Industrial Fund, published in Queen, 24 April
1886, p. 438 (photo: Toronto Reference Library).

devised the Irish manufacture of Kells Art Embroideries (fig. 2),
inspired by Ireland’s Book of Kells. She later described the

intensity of her feelings when she first turned the pages of the
Book of Kells in the library ofTrinity College. The manuscript,

wrote Hart, “revealed to me a mine and storehouse of design. In
a few square inches of these wondrous pages there was more

design and more suggestion than in sheaves of original drawings
turned out from South Kensington. ”47
Kells Art Embroideries, which became the trademark product of the Donegal Industrial Fund,48 incorporated designs

mainly derived from the ancient Irish illuminated books of the
seventh and eighth centuries and from monuments of the pre-

Christian and early-Christian eras, when Ireland, according to
Hart, “was in questions of art far in advance of England.”49

These designs, based upon the Book of Kells, the Durrow Bible,

and “other early Irish and Runic sources,” were embroidered on
Irish linens with dyed, polished flax threads, also of Irish manu

facture. Thus, according to the Magazine ofArt, the embroider

ies represented “patriotic objects,” and Hart’s efforts could be
“regarded as a genuine attempt to revive the art as well as the

industries of Ireland.”50 The production of Kells embroideries

was for Hart a statement of Irishness - a réification of Irish
culture and art in the reality of famine and hardship.

She shared, thcn, with Millicent Sutherland a concern for
people who “were more or less fixed in the country by the

tenure of their farms.”51 Like other patrons of rural cottage

industries, Hart wanted the production of objects to take place
in the craftworker’s environment, and therefore she cstablished
weaving, embroidery, and wood-carving classes in towns and

villages in County Donegal. Similarly, Eglantyne Jebb located

her early wood-carving projects in Shropshire and Wales, and
Millicent Sutherland worked with crofters and weavers in the
Highlands. Unlike the later initiators of Arts and Crafts organizations, these women did not seek a quixotic relocation from

city to country (like, for example, C.R. Ashbee’s Cotswolds

workers, the ovcrriding designators were undoubtedly class and

experiment), but rather they engagcd with the inhabitants of

gender (peasant and poor, female with no status).

existing poverty-stricken communities frequently located in re-

While the organizations’ intentions might secm commend-

mote areas. If, at times, the products and the producers were

able, they did represent internai colonization of the so-called

romanticized for patrons and buyers (nostalgia and romanti-

Ccltic fringe by London society, and, in addition, the colonial-

cism figured largely in the major exhibitions), many of the

ism was complicated and intensified by the location of the

organizers of home industries remained in touch with a harsher

workers in remote rural areas. This rurality marginalized the

reality. The gap that existcd between home arts and industries

products within the more rarefied, metropolitan world of the

and the Arts and Crafts movement can be located in this space

Arts and Crafts movement, even though, as Anthea Callen

between urban and rural and, most significantly, between pro-

recognized, the women involved in establishment of craft or

fessional and amateur; home arts are consistently categorized as

ganizations “were crucial in the widespread dissémination of the
ideals and practices of the Arts and Crafts movement.”53 How

amateur. Nineteenth-century debates tended to suggest that
professionals had been publicly trained, while amateurs had

been educated privately, and that professionals earned their

ever, according to Alan Crawford, “It is impossible to imagine
the Arts and Crafts Movement without architecture,”54 and

living from their craft.52 However, in the instance of cottage

therein lies the crux of exclusion that has haunted the move-
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relying upon the patronage of aristocrats Hart embarked upon a

ment since its inception. Despite the objectives so clearly desired by the early proselytizers of Arts and Crafts, including

necessary but conflicted path - she needed to attract customers

William Morris and John Ruskin, it was and is the cosmopoli-

and garner support as she championed Irish peasants and the

tan designers-cum-architects who hâve defined and described

goods they produced. Unlike many of the other home industries

what is included and excluded. Cottage crafts, while fulfilling

associations that proliferated during the late 1880s, the Fund

the movement’s objectives, lacked the status and grandeur asso-

did not wholly join forces with members of the aristocracy, but

ciated with the architect-designer and the sophisticated milieu

in true entrepreneurial fashion, Hart did enlist support where

of the city.

she could fmd it, and, particularly during exhibitions, socialites

Hart organized items for exhibition almost immediately

such as Louisa Waterford provided a link between the mer

after founding the Donegal Industrial Fund. She successfully

cantile Hart and her upper class customers. In addition,

used the large International Health Exhibition in South Ken-

aristocratie socialites such as the Princess of Wales and the

sington (1884) as her first venue, and the Fund received a

Marchioness of Waterford provided the allure of aristocratie

Diploma of Honour in the Dress Department, the équivalent of

glamour, which attracted visitors and enhanced the Fund’s

a gold medal.55 Between this first exhibition and her much

popularity and appeal.

larger contribution to Olympia in 1888, the Fund received a

A review in Queen of the Donegal Industrial Fund’s partici

silver medal at the New Orléans International Exhibition (1885)

pation at the exhibition highlighted an ideology Hart attempted

for its art embroideries and textiles, and a gold medal at Lon-

to subvert, while at the same time it illuminated the problems

don’s International Inventions Exhibition (1885) for its display

inhérent in any philanthropie practice: Hart, according to Queen s

of Kells “flax on flax embroideries” and artistic woollen fabrics,

anonymous correspondent, might “claim an honourable place

which included a pair of portières of Irish woollen cloth deco-

among the inventions made since 1862 if she and her philan

rated with “a singularly bold design taken from a Celtic illumi
nation of the seventh century.”56

thropie friends could show an invention for making the helpless

Irish peasantry help themselves ... Nothing could be more

In early May 1885, the Prince and Princess of Wales for-

depressing than to read the record of the industries set up and

mally opened the International Inventions Exhibition, which

fostered by English capital and philanthropy,” and, insisted the

celebrated the progress of inventions made since the Great

reviewer, “as long as these energetic ladies will push the go-cart
themselves the cotters will probably consent to go in it.”60

London Exposition of 1862 and that of musical instruments
since 1800.57 “Trumpeters in gorgeous tunics blew a fanfare” as

Hart’s work rode the edge of a sharp knife: she desired to

the royal couple entered the centre piece of the exhibition - the

provide Irish women with work where they had little or none,

reconstructed Old London Street - and slowly made their way

but she herself was an outsider and a participant in English

toward the Donegal Industrial Fund’s showroom at “Ye Signe of

imperialism even though, unlike many of her contemporaries,

ye Rose and Shamrock,” which was devoted to the display of

she could see the vestiges of colonialism and she understood the

Irish goods. The showroom’s name reminded viewers of the

économie dévastation of imperialism.

relationship between England and Ireland and highlighted the

Despite criticisms, Alice Hart had learned the power of

contradictions always présent in Hart’s work - she sought to

display and the rewards of successfully exhibiting Fund prod-

alleviate poverty as she criticized the history of the English in

ucts. She quickly developed and expanded the concept of exhi

Ireland, and at the same time, she promoted a harmony that

bition, relentless in her détermination to bring the goods to the

was always only partially authentic. As if to draw attention to

attention of a buying public. She exhibited hand-crafted objects

the incongruity, on opening day, Alice Hart together with the

before the Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society began its large,

Marchioness of Waterford presented the Princess of Wales “with

high profile-events, and she participated in the same industrial

a specially prepared list of specimens of the knitting, weaving,

exhibitions as William Morris and William de Morgan. She

embroidery, and other handiwork of Donegal peasants.”58 Po-

moved cottage crafts directly into large and public venues, and

litical unrest in Ireland was linked to England and to the Irish

thus her home arts and industries programme obtained a high

aristocracy, many of whom like the Marchioness of Waterford

profile in the contemporary press and among the public before

remained loyal to the English crown. Even as visitors celebrated

the umbrella Home Arts and Industries Association came to

the exhibition, a sériés of bombings took place in London that

stand for cottage crafts in historical discourses. The Donegal

highlighted the difficulties Hart faced in negotiating between

Industrial Fund also participated in smaller exhibitions, such as

her support for the Irish and her desires to obtain commissions

the display of Irish lace and cottage industries held in the Royal

from the conservative wealthy.59 Unrest circulated around class

School of Art Needlework (London) under the patronage of the
Princess of Wales.61 However, it was the critical attention the

and religion as much as nationality and allegiance, and by
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Figure 3. Kells Embroideries Dragon and Serpent, detail from the curtains for the Associated
Artists of New York, published in Lady’s World (February 1887), p. 140, British Library
PP.6004ob (reproduction by permission of The British Library).

Fund obtained from participation in international exhibitions

such as those in Edinburgh (1886), Liverpool (1886), and
Glasgow (1888) that propelled it onto a much larger and recognizably public stage.

When Alice Hart exhibited objects made by the Donegal
Industrial Fund in the Glasgow International Exhibition of

1888, a commentator for Queen wrote that Kells linens wovcn
on handlooms formed a “new departure in art linens: they were
novel, artistic, beautifully coloured,” and their production had

“given employmcnt to many who were sadly in want of work.”

The distinctiveness of the work, according to Queen, was the
“artistic effect” obtained by using simple materials.62 According

to Hart, “the Kells arrow, the beast, and the dragon, taken from
the ancient book of Kells,” were the “naturally favourite de

signs” of the Fund, and, although the polished threads made
from Irish material were so exquisitely tintcd, brilliant, and
smooth that they “might often be mistaken for silks,” they were

much more durable than “their more expensive rivais.”63
In addition to winning medals, the Donegal Industrial

Fund was also sccuring prestigious commissions. The Associ-

ated Artists of New York ordered a set of hangings of hand-spun
and hand-woven madder-dyed serge, embroidered in yellow
and red Kells threads (fig. 3). These were seen by Queen Victo

ria who “intimated her intention to order a similar sériés for
Windsor Castlc.”69 In 1887, Aimée Carpentcr65 designed a set
of “magnificent” portières for the Council Room of the British

Medical Association, which were subsequently embroidered by
“poor Irish ladies” on material woven by Galway women.66 T he

Fund was also acclaimed for its designing and making of dresses.

Olympia

In 1886, Ishbel Aberdeen had ordered a court dress decorated

with Kells embroidery that was exhibited in Donegal House

Alice Hart, along with the Earl of Leitrim, oversaw the building

(London) and then sent to the Liverpool International Exhibi
tion.67 The Liverpool Daily Post dcscribed the costume as “con-

since Old London was set up at South Kensington, facsimile

of the Irish Village at Olympia. According to Queen, “[EJver

spicuous among articles shown,” the front of the dress so solidly

reconstructions of buildings, streets, workshops, cottages, mar

embroidered with the “finest coloured threads that not an inch

ket places, and villages hâve been amongst the most attractive

of the original material is seen.”68 This lavish court dress in-

features at various exhibitions.”70 Hart’s work in recreating an

cluded a train of white linen embroidered with sprays of Japa-

“irregular street” with twelve thatched cottages that imitated

nese apple blossoms outlined with gold thread. In addition,

“the ordinary construction of rough hewn stonc”71 prepared

Lady Aberdeen had a luxuriously embroidered Celtic costume

her for her work five years later in Ghicago, and in that way, the

made for an extravagant garden party that she organized in

two exhibitions complemented each another. The Olympia vil

1886 to encourage support for Irish industries. This dress and

lage was decidedly romantic. It included a “cross brought over

mande were inspired by Hart’s Kells Embroideries even though

from Ireland,” the ruins of a “low Irish tower,” and a “Holy

the Royal Irish School of Art Needlework stitched the panels
(fig. 4).69 The embroidered gold designs that decorated the

well” located near the centre of the mock village,72 and, typical
of much contemporary writing, Womaris World commended the

cream poplin overskirt and mande replicated the elaborate in-

“little village” for its authenticity: it seemed transported from

terlacing found in the early Irish art so favoured by Hart and her

the “wilds of some of the poorest and most poverty-stricken

designers and incorporated so intensely into what became their

parts of Ireland.”73 “Actual workers” from remote Donegal

trademark designs. By 1888, the Donegal Industrial Fund was

villages and other parts of Ireland “engaged in cottage indus

immensely successful and prepared to take on its largest projcct

tries” promoted by the Fund. For example, an illustration pub

to date - the Irish Village at Olympia.

lished in Queen showed the cottage where Mary Doherty, a
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Figure 4. Lady Aberdeen wearing her Garden Party costume, published in Lady’s Pictorial, 29
May 1886, p. 487 (photograph courtesy of Joseph S. Stauffer Library, Queen’s University,
Kingston).
sented the Fund’s artistic handicrafts made largely for consump-

tion in England, and their display may well hâve led to at least
two important commissions. The Duke of Newcastle ordered

lavishly decorated ecclesiastical embroidery for his Clumber

Church, built to commemorate his marriage; the vestments
were based upon a sixteenth-century Italian design worked in
silver and mounted on ivory brocade. In addition, the Fund
made bags, a chalice veil and burse.77 Fascinatingly, given Hart’s

relationship with Catholic Ireland, the élégant embroideries
came under attack for their perfidious Catholicness.78 Not to

be daunted by pro-English Protestantism, Hart’s organization
followed the Clumber Church debate by designing ecclesiastical

embroideries for England’s most Catholic aristocrat, the Duke
of Norfolk. These textiles were exhibited in a Portman Street

gallery before entering into use on the Duke’s estate.79 The
Fund also worked less controversial but equally luxurious white
embroidery for trousseaus for Princess Louise of Wales and for

the Hon. Mabel Brassey.80 Potential consumers and interested
viewers could watch the women sitting in the Irish Village

cottage, drawing their needles through the délicate cambric
used for the trousseaus of the wealthy.81

Lacemaking, as might be expected from the trousseau com

missions, obtained a place within the Fund’s activities, although

it most often resulted from collaboration with already established lacemaking organizations in Ireland. Mrs Glynn, a Limerick lacemaker who worked with “great rapidity” on her frame

inside a cosy room off the reconstructed Donegal street, always
attracted crowds eager to watch her needle “deftly and swiftly

passed downward through the net.” Glynn had recently comB K ETCH ES AT TDE VICEREOAL OARDEH PAHTY.

(Su wt 491.)

pleted a handkerchief for Princess Christian and two lace shawls
“made to order,” one of which was for Mrs Gladstone.82 The

laces displayed in the cottage attested to a cooperative relation
spinner and carder from Gweedore, plyed her trade (the tower

ship between Florence Vere O’Brien, who had revived the art of

and the cross are also illustrated), while across the road, a young
woman prepared a knitted garment (fig. 5).74 Outside the

which acted as a depot for objects produced by women who

largest of the cottages, the Kells Embroiders’ Cottage, Shelah

worked in Vere O’Brien’s Limerick school.

Limerick lacemaking,83 and Hart’s Donegal Industrial Fund,

MacBride of Gweedore demonstrated the more arduous task of

Vere O’Brien had successfully incorporated many of the

wool-dyeing. She used local plants from the district; heather

suggestions put forward by Alan Cole after his visit to Ireland in

alone, for example, could produce an “extensive range of col-

1883, when the English art educator (Science and Art Depart

ours, running through the gamut of pale buffs, yellows and

ment, South Kensington) had sought to convince the designers

browns” and with the added process of double-dyeing, the dyers

and makers of Irish lace to introduce new patterns that might

could obtain “very vivid and délicate greens.”75

bring the Irish lacemaking industry to the standards of Burano

Inside the Kells Embroiders’ Cottage, in a large room

(near Venice) or Bruges. Cole cited Burano as an example of

devoted to a brilliant assembly of various goods displayed be-

what might be accomplished through the “energy of philan-

tween two latéral screens hung with Kells embroideries, two

thropists and connoisseurs of art”: there had been eight lace-

young women demonstrated the making of objects for ecclesias-

tical and décorative purposes (fig. 6). Linen and flax threads,

makers on the Island in 1872, “while in 1881 there were
upwards of 320.”84 His Irish reports coincided with revival of

dyed woollens and silk filled the space with textiles covered with

cottage crafts, and although Ruskin’s activities on the Isle of

dragons, serpents, floral and géométrie designs in what Queen
called a “rainbow iridescence.”76 These luxurious objects repre-

Man rank high amongst possible influences toward revival,
Cole’s widely publicized efforts, which included offering South
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Figure 5. A village street in Donegal in the Irish Village at Olympia, 1888, published in Queen, 7 July 1888, p. 8 (photo:
Toronto Reference Library).

Although handmade lace was extremely

expensive and considered the prérogative of

only the very wealthy, it became part of the
répertoire of Donegal House; however, it

was embroidery that remained the Fund’s
mainstay and its trademark. This was con-

firmed at Olympia in the Kells Embroidery

cottage and also in the display inside another of the smaller cottages that included
an unnamed woman who worked on silver-

stitch embroidery. She embroidered a panel
for an ornate black satin court dress commissioned by the Countess of Aberdeen.

Ishbel Aberdeen often used her own body to
advance the cause of Irish industry, and this

immensely extravagant court dress comple-

mented her sartorial performance during the

Irish Exhibitions “fancy fair.” Lady Aber
deen tended a stall wearing a gown of white

Irish poplin decorated with green ribbons
and Limerick lace; her jewellery included a brooch and necklace

Kensington prizes for excellent designs for lace, were hugely
influential and certainly contributed to the revival.85 Cole in-

carved from green Connemara marble in the shape of shamrocks.87 Her dress-in-progress on display in the Irish Village

sisted that within a year of his report (and with increased
tourism in Ireland) sales of lace rose dramatically; for example,

attracted as much attention as, or more than, the Countess

the Abbess of the Convent of Poor Clares in Kenmare wrote

herself. The embroidered design, like the Duke of Newcastle’s

that they had sold “every bit of lace, as fast as it could be made”
to tourists during the summer.86

Alice Hart’s personal collection. Silver threads formed raised

vestments, had been adapted from a médiéval Italian original in
flowers that were “connected by stems formed of silver twisted
cords,” making an intricate pattern across the satin. Elaborate

Figure 6. The Exhibits of the Donegal Industrial Fund, Kells Embroiderers’ Cottage in the
Irish Village at Olympia, 1888, published in Queen, 28 July 1888, p. 109 (photo: Toronto
Reference Library).

stitching decorated the skirt, the bodice, the leaf-shaped sleeves,

and even the shoes. The silver stitch embroidery for Lady Aber-

deen’s dress (fig. 7) was probably, according to Hart, “the first
SP{ETQHES

AT-

THE

Il^ISH

EXHIBITION.

time” that such work had been made in the nineteenth century
and therefore constituted “an interesting artistic revival.” The

living display also represents an almost perfect réification of

Ruskinian ideals: a woman working quietly on domestic em
broidery based upon Italian médiéval design, made in the care-

fully crafted manner Ruskin so admired: the raised work was
done “over eut cardboard, as in the old Italian work.”88 In

addition, this display signifies the ubiquitous and gendered
colonialism implicit in the production of such costly artistic

work - according to the popular press, the “young Irish girls”
who learned to do this kind of highly specialized work had been

only a few months earlier “running wild.”89

This characterization informed the discourses favoured by

the contemporary press and obviously endorsed by Alice Hart,
while at the same time, both Hart and many press correspond-

ents sought to locate the workers and their objects within an
artistic milieu that remained at odds with the constructed image

of “running wild.” Most of Hart’s contributions to the Irish
36
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Figure 7. Court dress embroidered for the Countess of Aberdeen published in Lady’s Pictorial, 7
July 1888, p. 12 (photo: Toronto Reference Library).

Thus, the Donegal Industrial Fund participated in the
widespread practice of the day - authenticating the natural or
native expérience of somewhere else and someone else.92 This

project has been widely discussed and in the process has become

the quintessential identifier of the exhibiting of the colonial

expérience.93 The exhibition was meant to be strategie and
compensatory as Home Rule debates proliferated; in retrospect,

it represents a microcosm of tensions on the eve of Parnells fall

from grâce. It attracted the attention of displaced Irish in North
America and Australia (a force to be reckoned with). Parnell

participated, the Mayor of Dublin spoke (misunderstood by the
English, wrote the Irish Times), aristocrats paraded and per-

formed, libérais hoped for réconciliation, the Barrack Street
Band from Cork refused to play the English national anthem,94
and women in the Irish Village continued dyeing, carding,
spinning, and weaving by hand the homespuns and linens they

hoped to sell to English customers. The spacc represents the
voyeuristic display of bodies in a colonial setting. Irish Society

wrote that “sweeter or prettier specimens of Irish girlhood” had
never crossed the Channel — they were ail “charmingly and
tastefully dressed,” happy and proud.95 Although now shifted
from nineteenth-century charm into recent debates about ex

hibiting colonialism, the female producer and her homespun
product remain marginalized. The venue and display of work

(both object and labour) securely located the production amongst

and within industrial exhibitions, thus excluding it from the

more retrospectively rarefied world of the Arts and Crafts movement and trivializing it within discussions that seek to move
women beyond the home. The players and the products circu-

Exhibition encompassed the making of luxury goods, or what

late here uneasily, particularly when placed between the moral-

she called artistic handicrafts, for consumption in England;

izing discourses of the nineteenth century and the intellectual

however, she also sought to convey a sense of work and place to

debates of the présent. The contradiction undoubtedly was

an interested public. But it required an Irish correspondent to

partly responsible for the marginalization of the Donegal Indus

record, in print, a complété picture of the fictitious Donegal-in-

trial Fund in Arts and Crafts literature. Many of its objects, for

London. According to the correspondent for Irish Society, peat

example, the embroidered dresses (making luxury goods for

had been sent to London to supply the fuel for “domestic

display upon a privileged, aristocratie body), also take the Fund

purposes.” Burning peat, the potato kettle, and the “usual hum

into the contested area of fashion and display.96

ble furniture of an Irish cottage” contributed “characteristic

Embroidering dresses became an important part of the

features” to the interior of some of the cottages. However, the

Fund’s commissioned work. When Ishbel Aberdeen, as Ireland’s

smell of the burning peat apparently inhibited some visitors

Lady Lieutenant, visited Alice Hart’s display in Dublin’s luxuri-

from participation in the authentic expérience. Others perse-

ous Shelbourne hôtel “to inspect the beautiful Kells embroider-

vered, becoming somewhat accustomed to the “native smoke.”

ies, laces, dresses, and Irish tweeds of the Donegal Industrial

Consequently, one “elegantly dressed lady” was quoted as saying

Fund,” the rank-and-file of Irish fashion followed her “excellent

that she “was so much pleased with what she had seen that she

example” and ordered dresses to be made from Irish material

did not care if the odour of the peat should never leave her

and embroidered by Irish hands.97 However, although Ishbel

clothes.”90 Irish Society consistently stressed how “pleased” Lon

Aberdeen’s commissions and purchases imply her support for

don visitors were with the Village, how interested they were in

Alice Hart and the Donegal Industrial Fund, the relationship

the products, how sympathetic they were toward the “inmates,”

between the commoner and the aristocrat disintegrated around

and how much “stimulus” the exhibition would provide for “the

the issue of exhibitions and possibly around issues of control.

sale of these humble women’s work.”91

Conflict between Hart and Aberdeen quite likely was inevita37
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ble, and the discord may well hâve originated as early as 1886

Millicent Sutherland) focused upon a traditional kind of cot

with the International Exhibition Association of Industry, Sci

tage industry and promoted the making of luxury goods or the

ence, and Art in Edinburgh, when the highest award, the Di-

production of materials used in sporting, for example, lace in

ploma of Honour, was given to the Countess of Aberdeen for

Ireland and woven cloth made into Highland hunting gear.

the “whole exhibit of Irish women’s industries.”98 Queen, in one

Alice Hart, like Home Arts and Industries founder Eglantyne

of its published comments about the Edinburgh exhibition,

Jebb, was concerned with éducation, training, and the produc

reported that the Irish Home Arts and Industries Association

tion of art, as well as with the making of wearable luxury items.

under the presidency of Lady Aberdeen promised to marshal

The différences between the aristocratically patronized cottage

many single endeavours which had assiduously but ineffectually

industries and the organizations directed by middle-class women

attempted to cope with the misery that had “ravaged the bleed-

appear to be class-based. Eglantyne Jebb, for example, was said

ing kingdom of Ireland.” The new association was to be a
business enterprise “with nearly every lady of rank in the island,

to hâve had “little class-feeling and a genuine interest in people
just as human beings.”104 The same could be said of Alice Hart,

and several of England, on its committee.”99 Hart probably did

and although Jebb eventually searched for and found an aristo

not wish to put the Donegal Industrial Fund under Aberdeen’s

cratie patron for her organization, Hart never obtained a patron

umbrella (Hart’s organization was recognizably successful on its

for the Donegal Industrial Fund. In addition, Hart was com-

own), and, in addition, she may well hâve chafed at the com

mitted to a programme of display that paralleled the directions

mittee being composed of “ladies of rank.”

of the fledgling Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society. She made

To add to the tension between the two women, the follow-

enormous efforts to hâve many of the products of the Fund

ing month Queen published Lady Aberdeen’s scheme for cottage

recognised as “art,” and to this end, she contributed work to the

industries in Ireland. There may be “much splendid persist-

first exhibition of the Society in 1888 and to following exhibi

ence,” wrote Aberdeen, as Alice Hart “shows with her Donegal

tions (see figs. 8 and 9). Neither Aberdeen nor Sutherland made

manufactures, and yet in time there must corne for individual

such attempts.

effort a period of dépréssion, which may be more than can be

Chicago, I 893

met, or of decay which cannot be arrested.” Lady Aberdeen
announced her intentions but noted that there were “spécial

difficulties” at présent standing in the way of the proposed

Hart’s independence and her résolve to thwart the plans of the

association, and that she “earnestly hoped” the difficulties would

Countess of Aberdeen surfaced dramatically with the Donegal

be removed (for “spécial difficulties” read “Hart”).100 Even

Industrial Fund’s participation in the 1893 Chicago World’s

though Aberdeen staunchly supported Home Rule, it was a

Fait. History, however, has largely forgotten the rôle played by

Home Rule that respected the English monarch and aristocracy;

Hart in Chicago. Jeanne Weimann, for example, in her study of

Hart considered the English aristocracy largely responsible for

women’s participation in the Chicago Fair, acknowledged the

the ills of Ireland and would never hâve accepted Lady Aber

existence of the Donegal Village but assumed that the Irish

deen’s arrogance or her attempts to extend “her own power and

Industries Association under Ishbel Aberdeen was responsible

patronage.”101 The Countess of Arran and the Marchioness of

for the entire Irish exhibition; she even mistakenly attributed

Londonderry, for example, established a London b ranch of Irish

Kells Embroidery to Aberdeen’s organization.103 Neil Harris

Industries only with the Countess of Aberdeen’s consent. Lady

corrected the error in his essay on the Irish contribution to the

Aberdeen reigned suprême over the territory she had established

Columbian Exposition by acknowledging the contribution

as hers; only in 1897, after living in Canada for nearly four

made by both women; he also astutely linked the craft revival
so évident in the displays with national or ethnie identity.106

years, did she relinquish her title as head of the Irish Industries

Association to Countess Cadogan.102 Alice Hart apparently did

Ishbel Aberdeen, in her own writing, mentioned the différ

not want to put her carefully developed Donegal Industrial

ences between her and Hart but also generously gave Alice

Fund under the ever-expanding control of Lady Aberdeen, and

Hart crédit for Irish participation in the Chicago Fair: “The

consequently she refused to participate in the scheme to unité

idea of a village,” wrote Lady Aberdeen, had originated with

the cottage industries of Ireland.

Alice Hart “in connection with her Donegal Industrial Fund,

This was not the only attempt by Lady Aberdeen to mar

but we persuaded her that it would be better for ail concerned

shal the industries under one umbrella. Her managerial skills

if the Irish Industries Association and the Donegal Industrial

also surfaced in Scotland, first in her home county of Aberdeen-

Fund combined for a joint effort, each taking shares of the

shire with the organization of an annual exhibition of industry

expenses and profits.” However, according to Aberdeen, “dif

and art and, second, with her successful attempts to unité home

férences arose between the two sections,” a meeting was ad-

industries in Scotland.103 Her organizations (like those of

journed, and before the disparate groups could meet again,
38
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Figure 8. Painted fan executed in Ireland from Donegal House, published in The Artist, October 1896, p. 30 (photo: Boston Public Library).

Figure 9. Corner of coverlet worked in Ireland from Donegal House, published in The Artist,
October 1896, p. 30 (photo: Boston Public Library).

Alice Hart was on her way to Chicago to makc plans for her
own concession.107

In February 1893, Lady Aberdeen visited Dublin, met
with members of the Irish Industries Association, and then
proceeded with hcr daughter to travel about Ireland, seeking

out work that might be included in the Chicago World’s Fair.108
By Mardi she was able to open an exhibition and sale of Irish
handiwork, which included items earmarked for Chicago in

W.W. Astor’s London résidence (fig. 10). Typical of exhibitions

set up in private résidences of the rich and famous, it was a
“display of demi-saison fashions quite as much as of Irish indus-

try,” with Lady Aberdeen advertising her support by wearing a
blouse of “electric-blue Irish poplin” and a skirt of blue Irish
tweed.109 The less aristocratie and more entrepreneurial Alice

Hart had, by March, obtained the permission of the Fair’s

directors for a “spécial concession” enabling her to exhibit and
sell products “well known to ail visitors to Donegal House”; she

also obtained permission for “the giving of lectures and entertainments.”110 Approximately 25,000 square fcet at the entrance to the Midway Plaisance had been turned over to Hart

for the building of an Irish Village. The Midway, whcre both

Irish villages were locatcd (figs. 11 and 12), has been called the

“nonpristine underbelly” of the Columbian Exposition. It was
“the Fair’s other half, an arena of popular amusement and the
preferred destination of thrill- and pleasure-seekers.” It included

exotic dancers, the first Ferris wheel, international concessions,
and “évocations of foreign venues, including a street in Cairo, a
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Figure 10. Amongst the Irish Exhibits, displayed in W.W. Astor’s Carlton House Terrace résidence, published in Queen, Il
March 1893, p. 393 (photo: Toronto Reference Library).
than thirteen gold medals and highest awards

at great international exhibitions for its prod-

ucts when competing openly with other
manufacturers.” At the International Exhi

bition in Paris in 1889, wrote the corre
spondent, the Donegal Industrial Fund was

awarded a “higher number of awards
(namely, five) than any other British exhibitor.” Queen s correspondent, as if countering

Ishbel Aberdeen’s earlier daims, announced

that, although the aim was philanthropie
and Alice Hart’s work “purely honorary,”
the Donegal Industrial Fund had been “es-

tablished on sound commercial lines, Mrs.
Hart being convinced that this alone gives
the assurance of permanency and real success. ”114

The exhibits, displayed in the cottages

“scattered around the picturesque Green,”
were ail for sale, and “souvenirs of bog oak,

Irish jewellery, [and] Belfast illustrated
Chinese theater, a German castle, a Moorish palace, a Viennese

books” could be obtained at the stalls. The historical and artistic

square, and a Dahomey village where a hundred imported

exhibits attracted attention, particularly the Druidical stones

African tribespeople and their domestic and religious customs

and early Christian crosses, the round tower, the St Lawrence

were on display. 111 Thus, while the mock Irish Village at

Gâte of Drogheda, and Donegal Castle, which together, accord

Olympia was viewed as quaint, the reconstructed Donegal Vil

ing to Queen s reviewer, formed a group of buildings as beautiful

lage at Chicago, because of its proximity to the highly unusual

as they were interesting. A gallery of portraits of “great Irish-

and excessively different, became exotic and even further re-

men” graced the interior of the reconstructed Donegal Castle

moved from the more “artistic” world of Arts and Crafts. The

along with paintings by Irish artists, pictures of Irish scenery

village became what Annie Coombes has called “spectacle”;

and life, and “splendid reproductions of ancient Celtic jewel

mock villages “successfully fostered a feeling of geographical
proximity, while the sense of spectacle’ was calculated to pré

lery,” ail of which lent “beauty and artistic interest” to the
Castle.115 Although twentieth-century writing about the Fair

serve the cultural divide.”112 However, although Chicago’s Don

inevitably references Lady Aberdeen’s Irish Village, at least one

egal Village became “spectacle,” it also represented and fostered

widely-circulated contemporary journal acknowledged Hart’s

a relationship between “home” and displacement by encourag-

Donegal Village as “the représentative exhibit of Ireland,” and

ing the large population of Irish Americans to reconnect with

the Irish Textile Journal wrote that it was the only one - of the
two villages - mentioned for awards.116 Certainly, much of

their homeland by viewing Irish objects and art.

Visitors entered the quadrangle made up of “typical Irish

what was created for Chicago was meant to romanticize Ireland

résidences,” seeing, as they walked, a reconstructed Donegal

and to commemorate the homeland for American descendents

Castle in the background and an Irish Cross placed strategically

of immigrants. The famous “Wishing Chair” of the Giant’s

in the centre of the square. Inside the cottages, Irish workers

Causeway, for example, was replicated in a corner of the Tower

demonstrated domestic industries such as lacemaking, shirt-

Garden; Bertha Palmer, President of the Fair’s Board of Lady

making, sprigging and embroidery, home-spun weaving, spin-

ning, dairying, wood- and stone-carving, and wrought

Managers, romantically dedicated the Garden “by moonlight
on the 28th of July.” Thus, according to Queen, a patriot could

ironwork.113 Hart’s concession gave her the right to charge an

stand on Irish soil, be seated on an actual stone brought from

entry fee at the gâte and to sell goods; ail the money was to go to

the Causeway, and could purchase the “living green shamrock

the Donegal Industrial Fund. According to Queens Chicago

of the ould sod’.”117 A patriot could also read the political into

correspondent, the Donegal Industrial Fund was well-prepared

the exhibition: Hart included a model of the Memorial Chapel

for the large exhibition because it had already “obtained no less

dedicated to Daniel O’Connell (1775-1847), the “greatest leader

40

helland

/ Exhibiting Ireland: The Donegal Industrial Fund in London and Chicago

Figure 12. Ground plan of Aberdeen’s Irish Village at Chicago, published in Guide to the Irish
Industries Village and Blarney Castle at the World’s Columbian Exposition (Chicago, 1893),
p. 10 (photo: National Library of Ireland).

Figure II. Alice Hart’s Irish Village at Chicago, published in Lady’s Pictorial, 14 October
1893, p. 636 (Photo: Toronto Reference Library).
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of Catholic Ireland.”118 In addition, jewellery exhibits highlighted Celtic reproductions and Hart’s showpieces, Kells Art

The Donegal Industrial Fund and its participation in exhibi

Embroideries, authenticated Irishness and represented for her a

tions characterizes the many home industries projects that pro-

time when Irish art was superior to English art. Ail the signs of

liferated in Britain and Ireland in the latter part of the nineteenth

Ireland selected by Hart were lovingly recreated in pristine and

century. Although cottage crafts had a long history and the

national form, and affirm her commitment to Ireland and Irish

organization of the selling of goods can be traced back to

art. Queen closed its lengthy and glowing commentary with

aristocratie patronage on large estâtes, one of the first enduring

sanguine reflection:

attempts to revive and promote the cottage industries and crafts

took place on the Isle of Man. Ruskin lent financial support to
Ail friends of Ireland will wish well to the Donegal Indus

the revival of hand-spinning on the Isle of Man during the

trial Fund and its founder for bringing comfort and prosper-

1870s,120 and this, along with the growing interest in the

ity to many an Irish home. Every visitor to the Irish Village

handmade object, propelled cottage crafts off the estate and

and Donegal Castle will aid the réalisation of this wish, as ail

into major national and international exhibitions. However, the

the proceeds of the Village will be devoted, after paying

connection established in the press between cottage crafts and

expenses, to the development of the industrial and technical

philanthropie organizations founded by women meant that

teaching of the Donegal Industrial Fund, which has already

cottage crafts were unable to compete successfully for critical

achieved so remarkable a measure of success.119

attention within the more established Arts and Crafts move-
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ment. Alice Hart’s Donegal Industrial Fund was no exception.

and the ostentatiousness that surrounded the giving. “Why
not,” asked Hart, “just give?”124 She also criticized the ten-

Hart’s medical background, her intense concern for the dispossessed in Ireland, her love of art, and her desire to imbue the

dency, even amongst working women, to spend money on

products of the Fund with Irish history came together to pro

fashionable appearance,123 and published scathing comments

duce one of the most successful of the home industries projects

about the “immense capital” wasted on “quite useless gifts”

- a project steeped in the philosophies of the Arts and Crafts

made, for example, to a Rothschild couple upon their marriage

Movement, albeit rarely mentioned in Arts and Crafts litera-

ture. Alice Hart insisted that the products of the Donegal

(one such gift being a tiara of Cape diamonds and huge pearls
worth £50,000 in 1905).126 Consistent with her milieu, she

Industrial Fund were art fabrics, and “as ail art fabrics should

championed morality and cleanliness amongst the poor: in an

be,” they were the work of “human hands and mind, and not of

1886 article Hart wrote that “ladies underlinen is sold as made,

machinery.”121 Thus, the objectives of the Fund, its philosophy,

and must, therefore be kept spotlessly clean (in itself a discipline

and its programme of activities mirrored those of the Arts and

in an Irish home, involving a moral éducation).”127 Concur-

rently, she recognized lapses of justice: “When a man and wife

Crafts Exhibition Society.

However, as was recognized at the time, the aspirations so

work together, the man afterwards generally speaks of their

ideally sought were seldom realized. Mabel Cox, in a review of

joint labours as ‘mine’; and if a woman does the work alone it is

the fifth Arts and Crafts exhibition in 1896, contemplated the

called ours’ on the theory that the greater includes the less; the

contemporary dilemma: “There is a great deal of art: sound,

less being, of course, the female.”128

wholesome, everyday art; but there is not much craft. The

Hart’s home arts and industries project, then, resonates

Society must be disappointed at receiving so little work from

historically within the problematic terrain of nineteenth-cen-

workmen, that is, from the working classes.” Too much work,

tury philanthropy and présagés the modem category of govern-

according to Cox, was “purely pictorial,” but very little was by

ment-funded projects - her efforts crossed boundaries and

the person who “holds the tools.”122 This same review deplored

alluded to the multifariousness of home arts. Following on from

the “absence of fabrics,” while commending the Donegal Indus

an acknowledgement of the complexities of the situation is the

trial Fund for its linens. The many lavishly illustrated books

récognition of her sustainable efforts. Although in her history of

about the historical movement eschew Cox’s critique of the

“husbandry and housewifery” in Ireland Joanna Bourke claimed

1896 Exhibition and, instead, perpetuate the absences by rel-

that “Irish women failed home industries,”129 women today

egating cottage crafts to a silent periphery.

still make and sell knitted sweaters to a rapidly expanding

Alice Hart’s solution for poverty - to revive cottage crafts in

tourist market, and although lacemaking may not be as much

an area of destitution and dismay - resembles closely the ten-

in the news now as in the late nineteenth century, the skills are

dencies of the aristocratie patrons of similar ventures, but her

lovingly maintained. For example, Clones Lace Guild was formed

rationale and methods were somewhat different, and it is here

in 1989 when two local women decided to revitalize “a handeraft

that Hart’s efforts erode the gendered characteristics of philan-

that had been so vibrant up until the 1930s.” They established a

thropy. First, she searched for the historié origins (a futile but

cooperative in 1993 “with members from both sides of the

expansive exercise) of poverty in rural Ireland; and second, she

border area” and encouraged older women in the community to

set up funding and marketing strategies that suggested the

pass their skills on “to a new génération of lacemakers who still

modem rather than replicated the traditional. As causes of

work in the traditional way.”130

poverty, she cited the removal of Irish peasants into the “lean

Thus, Alice Hart’s efforts were vital and protractible but

lands” during the settlement of Ulster by James I, the “enclosure

hâve been eroded as a historical narrative because of the gendered

of the great common pasture lands,” famine, and the “extraor-

categorization of home arts, the problematic définitions of la

dinary isolation and removal from markets.”123 Then, although

bour and value, and the binary privileging of public over pri-

she used her own capital as investment to begin the project, she

vate. Alice Hart is one protagonist in one part of a continuous

applied for government funding to further her efforts. She did

story that began long before she made her trip to Ireland and

not attempt to obtain ail her funding from “Society,” but rather,

that carries on today. Mostly, this is a narrative of craft and art,

she lobbied for government support — a tactic more familiar to

of domestic work and subsistence, of fabric and stitches, and of

the présent day than to the late nineteenth century - and

consumers and desires, but, wholly, this is a narrative of women

received £1000. Latcr, as editor of House Beautiful, Hart would

and poverty read by people of wealth and éducation, the buyers

chastise one of the most traditional and cherished forms of

of the story and the goods. Only a reassessment of home arts

money-raising for good causes: the fancy fair or bazaar. Hart

and industries and the vital rôle they played in advocating the

insisted that society appeared in ail its finery mostly to show off

handmade will shift the rarefied discourses of Arts and Crafts

dresses and jewels; she criticized the “performance,” the display,

and make them more inclusive.
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