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"The modern girl . . . is t ired of  living in a doll's house," says t he f irst  edit or
of The Girl's Realm; earlier generat ions were brought  up under t he rule of
"Don't ," but  for t he girl of  1899, t he rule is "Do" (The Edit or 216). The
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dollhouse met aphor evident ly needed no explanat ion; it  had been
t went y years since t he heroine of  Henrik Ibsen's A Doll's House had
st art led audiences by walking away from a belit t ling domest ic life. Yet
one of  t he t hings a modern girl could do, according t o an art icle only f ive
pages earlier, was help make a dollhouse for her younger sist ers. Might
she not  have wondered whet her she was encouraging t hose sist ers t o
perpet uat e an ideal she had already reject ed? Or was Ibsen's t it le by
t hen a dead met aphor—perhaps a met aphor t hat  had never had much
connect ion wit h small girls at  play?

Taking as an init ial hypot hesis t he idea t hat  by 1899 t here were t wo
dist inct  meanings at t ached t o dollhouses—as met aphorical places of
imprisonment  for women and as act ual st ruct ures used in play—I set  out
t o t race t he t ext ual hist ory of  dollhouses. Precursors of  Ibsen's
met aphorical dollhouse are easily found in a series of  references in
Dickens's lat er novels. Bella Wilfer want ed t o be wort hier t han a doll in a
dollhouse (Our Mutual Friend 746); Est her Summerson, given a miniat ure
version of  Bleak House on her marriage, soon expanded what  she saw as
"quit e a rust ic cot t age of  doll's rooms; but  such a lovely place" (Bleak
House 912); she was preceded by t he unhappy example of  David
Copperfield's wife, Dora, who was unable t o st op behaving like a doll, and
by Lit t le Em'ly, who chose disgrace rat her t han live in a "lit t le house . . . as
neat  and complet e as a doll's parlour" (David Copperfield 501). In Dickens's
earlier novels, however, dollhouse living is delight ful, part icularly in The Old
Curiosity Shop and Martin Chuzzlewit. To t he best  of  my knowledge, t he
pejorat ive [End Page 23] met aphor of  t he dollhouse (or baby-house) as
a place of  rest rict ion is rare in any t ext s before David Copperfield—
t hough likening women t o dolls goes back much furt her.

The dollhouse met aphor as developed by Dickens and Ibsen, t hen,
seems t o have had a short  hist ory in comparison wit h t he hist ory of  t he
dollhouse it self. Miniat urized domest ic set t ings are found in Egypt ian
t ombs dat ing from about  2000 B.C.; dollhouses in t heir current  West ern
form go back t o t he mid-sixt eent h cent ury. But  t he hypot hesis of  t wo
dist inct  set s of  meanings is t oo simple: neit her dollhouses t hemselves
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nor t ext ual references t o t hem can be divided neat ly int o adult  and child
cat egories. It  is t rue t hat  adult s have used dollhouses for t heir own
purposes (as I am doing in t his essay), but  t he purposes may be playful as
well as analyt ic or didact ic; it  is also t rue t hat  children's dollhouse play
may carry it s own conscious or int ended met aphorical meanings, but
t hese are rat her di erent  from t hose of  Ibsen and Dickens. Alt hough
early dollhouses were valuable art ifact s supplied and cont rolled by
adult s, it  seems quit e clear t hat  most  girls were able t o regard
dollhouses as t heir own ludic spaces, places dedicat ed t o t heir own play,
rat her t han as sit es for t raining in compliance. Showing flexibilit y and
individualit y, t hey int erspersed reassuring enact ment  of  rout ine wit h
humorous or subversive innovat ion and readily improvised bot h narrat ives
and accessories.

I have t aken 1690 as t he st art ing dat e for t his essay because t he f irst
writ t en evidence in English of  children playing wit h dollhouses comes
from t he baby-house given t o Ann Sharp, who was born in 1691. The
evidence is believed t o be in her own hand, name t ags t hat  have
remained pinned t o t he dolls in t he house ever since (Greene, English
Dolls' Houses 87). Alt hough many baby-houses were made in t he decades
t hat  followed, for children as well as for adult  collect ors, t he f irst
det ailed t ext ual references t o children playing wit h t hem seem t o come
from t he 1780s, when lit erat ure for or about  children became more
prevalent .  To make t hings more...2
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