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Homes on Show: Bournville Village Trust,
feminine agency and the performance of suburban domesticities
Dr Francesca Berry
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Fig. 1: Bournville front garden [BA&H: MS 1536/1713-11]

At the start of this research project in 2008, whilst 

leafi ng through a box of loose photographic prints 

in the Bournville Village Trust (BVT) archive held at 

Birmingham Archives and Heritage, I came across an 

undated and anonymous black and white photographic 

print representing an engaging suburban scene (fi g. 1). 

A handwritten note on the back of the print persuasively 

identifi es the scene’s location as the junction of Mulberry 

Road and Blackthorn Road in Bournville, Birmingham. 

I have been fascinated by this image ever since. The 

photograph represents a man stylishly attired in blazer 

and slacks, newspaper in hand, walking down a garden 

path to the evident delight of two neatly dressed young 

boys that run towards him. The taller boy off ers the 

man an anticipatory token in the guise of a just-visible 

model sailing boat, thereby evoking associations of 

Bournville’s parks and their boyish pleasures. All 

around is a middle-class suburban idyll of climbing 

roses, mowed lawns, box hedges, parked cars, women 

pushing prams or chatting to each other and large 

semi-detached houses bathed in summer sunshine.

What is it that makes this photograph seem so 

compelling to me? I suspect it is the endlessly deferred 

promise of a moment in which a father returning home 

gathers into an embrace the children that rush to 

greet him. The image evokes a shared and now iconic 

experience of suburban childhoods: a father’s return. 

But there is also something more specifi c to it than 

this. Regardless of who actually looked through the 

lens and took the photograph, the viewer is off ered the 

opportunity to take up a specifi cally feminine subject 

position in relation to the scene.

The camera is seemingly located at the 
top of the garden path, at the threshold 
between house and garden. As a result, the 
implied viewer is imaginatively projected 
into this suburban family idyll as the wife 
and mother to the father and his sons. In 
this there is something rather unusual: 
we have an image of apparently middle-
class domesticity (the garden here clearly 
functioning as an extension of the unseen 
house) that does not feature a female 
subject as its representational motif but as 
its implied author and viewer; although an 
author-viewer conventionally constituted as 
coextensive with the fabric of the home. It 
may be that in constructing and performing 
modern suburban domestic identities – 
for this undoubtedly is the photograph’s 
raison d’être - the middle-class wife and 
mother’s symbolic affi  liation with the 

home (an affi  liation reinforced for an earlier generation in 

advertisements (fi g. 2) for Cadbury’s chocolate products), 

was deemed so secure as to be a given. From this I 

would conclude that during the 1930s (undoubtedly the 

decade of the photograph’s production), BVT felt that 

other, newer and less stable, types of suburban domestic 

identity, such as that of ‘emotionally attentive middle-class 

husband and father’, warranted greater reinforcement 

via representational construction and performance.1 
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Moreover, and in an era when working- and middle-

class women were coming to expect a physically and 

emotionally rewarding marriage, it is to a specifi cally 

feminine subject position that this performance of 

paternal love seems directed.2

Since its establishment as a housing trust in 1900, BVT 

has been acknowledged widely for its international 

signifi cance in the history of town planning and suburban 

house design. In particular, the Trust is recognised for its 

success in extending suburban domesticity to upper 

working- and lower middle-class people.3 In relation 

specifi cally to suburban house design, scholarship has 

focused on the early cottages designed by William 

Alexander Harvey in an Arts and Crafts idiom (fi g. 3).4

Fig. 3: Bournville cottage [BA&H: MS 1536/1040-01]
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Secondly, I will consider the two show home exhibitions 

that opened in 1934 and 1946 respectively in houses 

built on land owned and leased by the BVT, photographs 

of which appeared in local and national publications. 

There are several reasons for my focus on these two 

case studies. Firstly, I am interested in establishing 

BVT’s historical signifi cance in the representational 

staging of suburban domesticity and the kinds of 

modern social identities that were constructed and 

performed in relation to it. In other words, I want to 

follow Peter James’s lead by exploring BVT’s strategic 

and representational role beyond the familiar histories 

of Arts and Crafts house design and progressive town 

planning. Secondly, I want to locate these 1930s and 

1940s case-studies within what Judy Giles has referred 

to as ‘a specifi c historical moment when modernising 

forces in Britain focused on homes and domesticity’, 

and when ‘the home, far from being simply a haven 

from the demands of modern life or a stifl ing place 

from which to escape, became central to the modernity 

of British life’.7 For me, the decade between the mid 

1930s and mid 1940s constituted a crucial, but still 

undervalued, era in the Trust’s historical signifi cance. 

In 1935 BVT established its Research Department 

with the brief to research and feedback on national 

and international housing and town planning policies 

and schemes. This change of remit was demonstrably 

refl ected in the minutes of the management 

committee that articulated a shift from individual 

property minutiae to a campaigning engagement with 

national debates.8 I believe it may also be refl ected 

in the attention thereafter paid to the photographic 

and exhibitionary staging of suburban domesticities 

and their identities that are the subject of this essay. 

More recently, attention has shifted to the Trust’s 

campaigning use of photography in the late 1930s. 

In his study of an (unused) album of photographic 

prints featuring slum and new municipal housing in 

Birmingham (though not Bournville) produced for BVT 

between 1939 and 1943 by documentary photographer 

Bill Brandt, Peter James has identifi ed certain manipulated 

elements in the construction of a suburban domestic 

idyll and its ‘other’.5 These include the atmospherically 

and, for Brandt, self-referentially composed contents 

of the table shown in a photograph of a working-class 

family eating tea in a Small Heath ‘slum’ dwelling (fi g. 4). 

James has also identifi ed the possible deployment of 

Brandt’s photographs in BVT’s hard-hitting 1941 survey 

of the post World War Two housing situation, When We 

Build Again.6 Here BVT combined bold typographical 

strategies with the ‘before and after’ format of ‘bad’ and 

‘good’ photographic examples that were the stock-

in-trade of contemporary design reform discourses.

This essay concerns two related, but as yet unexplored, 

ways in which BVT staged suburban domesticity in the 

1930s and 1940s. Firstly, I will consider in some detail 

a small number of photographic prints representing 

suburban domestic life on BVT estates, some 

of which were reproduced in BVT publications. 
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The room is compact but well equipped, and 

visibly features two windows with curtains, a 

range for cooking and heating, a sink with two 

taps, a tilted draining board, gas copper, an 

armchair, two hard-backed chairs, and simple 

ornaments including a mirror and a picture. 

On an unseen table and in extreme close-

up, a tray contains a matching tea service. 

Through the windows a neighbouring house 

and garden can be seen. Sunlight streams 

through one of the windows, illuminating 

the newspaper being read by the man. 

This fi gure, wearing a shirt, tie and dark suit 

appears to have returned from work and 

is seemingly absorbed in his newspaper. 

Located in close proximity standing at the 

sink, a woman wearing an apron over a work 

uniform is washing a plate. She looks down 

and away, perhaps deferentially, from the 

camera’s lens and appears to be smiling. 

Each performs a conventional and largely convincing 

modern identity as ‘suburban working-class husband’ 

and ‘suburban working-class housewife’ located in 

their aff ordable, hygienic and comfortable, though 

probably rented, home. It is worth noting, however, 

that the woman’s smile seems a little too emphatic to be 

entirely convincing in this mundane domestic scenario.

In a second photograph (fi g. 7), the same couple are 

arranged around the pond of a small suburban garden. 

Beyond the fence, and visible only to the camera’s 

elevated position, parkland, paths and a cyclist stretch 

away. In this well-maintained back garden, once again, 

there are strong sunlight, roses and, perched on the 

low wall, a toy boat. Less evident are the signs of 

extra-domestic suburban sociability that feature in the 

middle-class front garden-path scene. Although two 

boys accompany this couple, sociability is seemingly 

limited to the family unit. Each boy is seated on a cushion 

Finally, these two case studies, photographs of people 

enthusiastically enacting suburban domesticity and 

(photographs of) unpopulated suburban domestic 

settings ‘on show’, seem to inform each other’s 

performance. It is my argument that both assert feminine 

agency by imaginatively staging the authorship and 

spectatorship of suburban domesticity from and for the 

feminine. As a result, these photographs and show homes 

refl ected and contributed to the personal, professional 

and institutional authority, albeit in relation to a deeply 

conventional association of femininity with domesticity, 

that women gained as suburban domesticity spread 

beyond the Victorian and Edwardian middle-class suburb 

and into the national consciousness. Indeed, Judy Giles 

has associated the inter-war turn towards the modernity 

of domesticity with a feminisation of British culture; 

a process that ‘rescued home and femininity from an 

existence outside the institutional and representational 

structures of modernity’.9

Part One: Performing 
Suburban Domestic Identities

Returning to the BVT photographic archive 

to continue with the fi rst case study, we can 

track the performance of other kinds of new 

suburban social identities in addition to 

that of ‘emotionally attentive middle-class 

husband and father’. Take, for example, a 

second and third photographic print located 

in diff erent parts of the BVT archive. These 

images feature a working-class couple in two 

diff erent but related suburban domestic 

settings. In the fi rst (fi g. 6), the couple have 

been photographed in the scullery-kitchen-

living room of a house that handwriting on the 

reverse identifi es with Oak Tree Lane, Bournville. 

Fig. 6: Bournville kitchen [BA&H: MS 1536/1150-01-1]
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whilst holding a biscuit, evidently taken from the pile 

of these that linger on the tray. With an even wider 

smile than previously seen, the woman off ers the older 

boy a cup of tea; a gesture poignantly refl ected on the 

surface of the pond. This appears to be a photograph of 

an upper working-class family engaging in the civilising 

(and for the supervisory viewer, reassuring) ritual of 

taking afternoon tea in their suburban back garden.

Turning back to the photograph of the couple in the 

scullery-kitchen-living room (fi g. 6), it now seems 

that this image represents the man relaxing and the 

woman clearing up after the children have left (the 

man is working hard to ignore the camera’s intimate 

presence – an eff ect of the room’s small dimensions). 

Here, however, I am assuming that the boys are more ‘at 

home’ in the scenario of running down the apparently 

middle-class garden path than they are eating biscuits 

in the working-class couple’s garden. Of course, they 

may be performing suburban identities on the garden 

path as well, but what these photographs suggest is 

that the Trust was actively seeking to capture and stage 

the positive eff ects of good quality suburban housing 

on working-class families and the positive eff ects of 

suburban domesticity on middle-class fatherhood 

some time before Bill Brandt produced his album of 

‘good’ suburban and ‘bad’ urban housing. That children 

are constructed as the ultimate benefactors of these 

new suburban domesticities is entirely in keeping 

with BVT chair Elizabeth Cadbury’s philanthropic and 

campaigning concern for child welfare.10 It is reinforced 

by a startling set of comparative statistics concerning 

mortality and growth rates amongst Bournville and 

Birmingham central ward children that systematically 

appeared in BVT publications of the period.

Of course, Brandt’s album of prints pasted onto cards 

(fi g. 9) enacts a direct photographic comparison of late 

1930s urban slum and suburban municipal housing 

in a way that is not possible for loose photographic 

prints randomly collated into archive boxes. But other 

features of the BVT photographic archive, including 

a small collection of 1920s-30s prints labelled ‘slum 

photographs’, representing the largely unpopulated 

interiors of Birmingham’s central wards back-to-back 

houses, do convey something of the comparative 

drive that underpins the diff erent settings the boys 

in the loose photographic prints are made to occupy; 

whatever elaborate staging may have occurred. One of 

these ‘slum photographs’ also depicts a young boy (fi g. 10). 

But this photograph produces an uncanny eff ect. The 

boys seem strangely familiar and indeed, on closer 

inspection, their clothing and in particular the white 

shirt and striped socks of the younger boy match that 

of the two boys running down the path to greet their 

middle-class father. It seems that in the working-class 

couple’s garden, these two boys are performing in the 

role of well-fed working-class children. This suggests 

that it was evidently deemed easier for children to cross 

the boundaries of class identity and perform as either 

belonging to the suburban working-class or suburban 

middle-class than it was for the adults they are staged 

with. That these young boys may not be the children 

of this couple helps to rationalise the beaming smile of 

the woman that now appears to be welcoming these 

middle-class boys to her home as part of an elaborate 

performance for the camera. It may also explain why it 

is the boys alone that are off ered cushions on which to 

sit, and also account for the uncomfortable demeanour 

of the working-class man who awkwardly, perhaps 

deferentially, looks down at the bounty of biscuits, 

seemingly less confi dent in the role of ‘suburban 

working-class father’ than that of ‘suburban working-

class husband’ reading a newspaper.

Fig. 9: Photographs by Bill Brandt [BA&H: MS 1536]

Fig. 10: ‘Slum housing’ [BA&H: MS 1536/7010-08]
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But in this instance and in accordance with the 

conventions of representing the needy child, the boy 

constitutes a lone fi gure dolefully looking towards 

the distant camera as it fully absorbs the textural 

devastation of the bare bedroom. This fi gure’s physical 

isolation and doleful expression are important in order 

for his performance to work. It helps to convey the 

suggestion that the ‘slum child’ is as much a victim of an 

ineff ectual family life as he is a victim of an impoverished 

environment. But if one looks closely enough, this 

boy is as well dressed in shorts, a jumper and shoes 

as his suburban counterparts; suggesting that it was 

the photographer that denied this boy the capacity 

to perform a social identity as part of a functional, if 

slum-dwelling, working-class family; an ideological 

positioning actively resisted in Brandt’s photographs 

where the rituals of working-class children’s everyday 

lives, including eating, washing, sleeping and playing, 

take place within an attentive and intimate familial 

context despite the impoverished domestic setting.

and functional headscarf. Indeed, when focusing more 

closely upon the woman in a housecoat and headscarf, 

it is not at all clear that she is actually performing as a 

housewife - more likely, as a working-class ‘daily’ or non-

residential domestic worker in a middle-class kitchen. For 

me, the justifi cation for this assertion lies, once again, in 

considering the position from which the photographs 

were made to be seen. Note how the middle-class fi gure 

is photographed from a position that might be described 

as intimate, even identifi catory, locating author-viewer 

and middle-class housewife on an equivalent social level. 

Note, in contrast, the distance from which the gently 

smiling working-class woman has been photographed, 

off ering the author-viewer a comfortable space within 

which to take up a supervisory gaze in relation to the 

fi gure. By placing this ‘reassuring’ physical and social 

distance between the woman shown drying up and 

the viewer, the image is revelatory of the, often uneasy, 

intimacy between middle-class housewives and working-

class ‘help’ that modern suburban domesticity brought.

Two further unidentifi ed photographic prints, produced 

between the late 1930s and mid 1940s, may usefully be 

compared to each other for a fi nal consideration of BVT 

and the performance of modern suburban domestic 

identities in this period. Each features a single woman 

washing up (fi g. 11) or drying up (fi g. 12) in a light 

and spacious modern scullery-kitchen (note in each 

the substitution of a range for a stove). Ostensibly 

carrying out the same activity (indeed the same now-

iconic activity as the working-class woman featured in 

the scullery-kitchen-living room photograph), it might 

be possible to identify each here with the increasingly 

all-encompassing label of ‘housewife’. However, such 

pretensions to a shared identity and experience deny 

the very real class diff erences that are inscribed in the type 

and quality of clothing and accessories that each woman 

wears. Whilst one woman is dressed in a tailored summer 

dress, with elegantly pinned hair and wristwatch (the latter 

a revealing indication of this fi gure’s performance of the 

task of washing up), the other wears a lived-in housecoat 

It is erroneous to believe that, in Britain, domestic service 

ended soon after the First World War. Whilst residential 

domestic service was in slow decline in the inter-war 

period, the period in which the smaller ‘labour-saving’ 

house emerged as the model of suburban domesticity 

at Bournville and elsewhere, ‘many middle-class women 

continued to expect domestic help’ in the form of daily 

non-residential domestic service.11 Whilst eschewing 

some of the most exploitative aspects of residential 

‘servant-keeping’, the practice of non-residential domestic 

service in smaller, more intimate, and less spatially 

diff erentiated, homes produced their own spatial and 

psychological dynamics. Good Houses (fi g. 13), a brochure 

published in 1932 to advertise house purchase on the 

white-collar Weoley Hill Estate (on land leased by BVT 

to the developers Weoley Hill Ltd.), off ers some insight 

here. Unusually for our analysis thus far, though not 

unexpected given that the brochure is largely concerned 

with the costs of house purchase and maintenance, the 

intended reader is conspicuously constructed as male. 

Fig. 11: Washing up [BA&H: MS 1536/1150-13] Fig. 12: Drying up [BA&H: MS 1536/1150-11]
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Fig. 13: Good Houses [BA&H: L 56.5]

wife and mother because this suburban domestic identity 

had been fi rmly established decades earlier. However, 

here and in this photograph alone, the BVT archive does 

render visible the middle-class woman at home – as 

housewife. Precisely, I believe, because this was a new and 

modern suburban domestic identity that ‘needed’ to be 

constructed and performed. The caption that accompanied 

this photograph’s appearance in a ‘before and after’ format 

in the 1941 BVT publication Sixty Years of Planning: The 

Bournville Experiment is telling in this respect (fi g. 15). It 

deploys a well-trodden professionalising refrain aimed at 

convincing middle-class women of the value of doing their 

own housework: ‘Work is a pleasure in a modern kitchen’.13 

Ultimately, therefore, both the 1932 Good Houses 

brochure and the archive’s pair of ‘women at sink’ 

photographs ably represent the extent to which the 

modern identities of working-class ‘daily’ and middle-

class housewife were dialectically bound to each other 

in the inter-war period. Interestingly, the 1940s edition 

of the Good Houses brochure, which in most other 

respects is identical to the 1933 edition, was edited 

to omit all previous references to ‘the maid’, including 

those sites in the kitchen where such a woman might 

be found a place to eat and work.14 Evidently, by the 

mid 1940s and as an eff ect of the war’s altered social 

and employment circumstances, it was felt that the 

middle-class housewife had taken the place of ‘the 

maid’. Nonetheless and in spite of the narrowly-defi ned 

gender rhetoric of the Weoley Hill Good Houses brochure, 

I want to conclude this section by re-asserting my claim 

that the BVT archive photographs discussed above 

imaginatively staged a female agent, quite possibly 

a suburban middle-class housewife, as their implied 

author-viewer, wielding a gaze that at times might be 

considered supervisory and, at others, identifi catory.

Indeed, it is only in reference to the kitchen and its effi  cient 

arrangement that the modern housewife appears 

– in the same room in which ‘the maid’ is also made 

present. Within a broader concern for the labour-saving 

arrangement of the kitchen, the brochure is keen to carve 

out specifi c places within the kitchen in which to locate 

the maid. So, the boiler is installed to allow the maid ‘to 

sit in the corner to the right of it free from draughts’ and 

‘the table is situated in a pleasant position for the maid to 

take her meals’ (fi g. 14).12 Of course, in this period of more 

atomised and intimate domestic employment relations, 

a period when working-class women were developing 

a growing sense of their own worth as workers, it was 

important to ensure that ‘one’s maid’ could work and rest 

in comfort. But it was also, perhaps, important, particularly 

from the point of view of middle-class housewives in 

homes constructed without separate ‘servants’ quarters’, 

to render the maid’s presence as unobtrusive as possible 

and, as a result, more spatially determined than ever. 

Before concluding this section on the photographic 

performance of modern suburban domestic identities, I 

would like to return briefl y to the photograph of the middle-

class woman washing up (fi g. 11). In the introduction to 

this essay, I asserted that BVT may not have focused in the 

1930s and 1940s on visually representing the middle-class 

Fig. 15: Sixty Years of Planning [BA&H: MS 1536/Box 59]

Fig. 14: Good Houses [BA&H: L 56.5]
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In 1931, a Birmingham branch of the DIA was established 

and it was a Mrs H.G. Wright of the local DIA that used 

£200 to decorate and furnish the house at Hemyock 

Road, with furniture supplied by the Broad Street retailer 

Lee Longlands. Unfortunately, but typically for a female 

design professional in this period, it has not been possible 

to expand further on the identity of the exhibition’s 

curator, H.G. Wright, but it is worth noting that she seems 

to have been a married woman of some credibility in 

the regional fi eld of design and interior decoration. 

Wright also authored an article ‘Two Hundred Pounds. 

An Experiment in Furnishing’, illustrated with black and 

white photographs (the same prints are held in the BVT 

archive) of Hemyock Road, in the DIA’s professionally-

orientated and London-centric journal, Design for 

To-Day.17 In contrast to the populated photographs 

described above, in these photographs performativity 

seems to have been downplayed. Apart from the dining 

chairs pushed away from the table (fi g. 16), the half-

open kitchen serving-hatch (fi g. 17) and the array of 

toys displayed at child’s height in a bedroom (fi g. 18) it 

is diffi  cult to imagine a procession of visitors physically 

and imaginatively occupying these rooms. As with the 

photographs that illustrate it, the Design for To-Day 

article matter-of-factly itemised the contents of each 

room, additionally noting colour schemes and costs. A 

brief and anonymous editorial at the beginning of the 

article states that ‘good design need not necessarily 

be beyond the means of the average man’ whilst 

expressing some desire to distance the Hemyock 

Road interior from the broader design principles of 

the journal: ‘DESIGN FOR TO-DAY does not, of course, 

necessarily sponsor every detail of Mrs. Wright’s work,

Part Two: Homes on Show

Fig. 16: 1934 Show Home [BA&H: MS 1536/1150-05]

As we have seen, during the 1930s and 1940s BVT used 

photography as a means to perform modern suburban 

domestic identities, demonstrating the extension of 

suburban domesticity at a national scale to a broadening 

range of social groups. Two show home exhibitions, 

temporarily installed and displayed at Hemyock Road 

and Charfi eld Close in 1934 and 1946 respectively, 

demonstrate the Trust’s parallel concern for staging in 

material and directly observable form modern suburban 

domesticities. The second part of this essay will focus 

on these show home exhibitions. It will do so, in part, 

because analysis of the 1934 and 1946 displays takes 

understanding of the BVT’s approach to suburban 

house design, installation and decoration beyond the 

familiar association with an Arts and Crafts concept of 

domesticity, but also because, once again, I will argue 

that these show home exhibitions staged from and for an 

overtly feminine perspective the Trust’s position on the 

forms contemporary suburban domesticity might take.

On 21 March 1934 Elizabeth Cadbury opened the four-

week exhibition ‘A House Furnished for Two Hundred 

Pounds’ at 21 Hemyock Road, Weoley Hill; a three 

bedroom semi-detached house with a large living 

room (incorporating a dining recess) and an upstairs 

bathroom. By the date the exhibition closed on 17 April, 

it had attracted hundreds of visitors.15 Whilst the minutes 

of the BVT management committee refl ect little direct 

discussion of the aims or remit of the exhibition, they 

do show that the Trust agreed to contribute 25 guineas 

towards the costs of a caretaker and an exhibition 

leafl et.16 In fact, the exhibition was largely the product 

of collaboration between the middle-class BVT housing 

society, Weoley Hill Ltd, and the Design and Industries 

Association (DIA), a national organisation established in 

1915 to promote the industrial manufacture of modern 

British design in the wake of the startling competition 

signalled by the 1914 Cologne Werkbund exhibition. Fi
g
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Fig. 19: 1934 Show Home [BA&H: MS 1536/1150-09-2]

but considers the experiment, on grounds of economy 

and general quality, more than suffi  ciently interesting 

to warrant publication’.18 This statement ably represents 

the cultural elitism that sometimes informed 1930s 

British design discourses, despite the rhetoric of 

social egalitarianism associated with the industrial 

manufacture of modern design. Nonetheless, £200 

was a considerable amount of money to spend on 

decorating and furnishing a house in the 1930s given 

that most middle-class people earned between £250 

and £500 per year.19 But this was also the decade 

in which home ownership and, therefore, interior 

decoration, became a realisable (and mortgageable) 

dream for nearly 60% of Britain’s middle-class families.20

In the May 1934 issue of the magazine published for 

Cadbury’s workers, an anonymous illustrated article 

on the Hemyock Road exhibition appeared under the 

title ‘Modern Economical and Artistic Furnishing’.22 On 

the opposite page to four photographs of the show 

home interior, a photograph of ‘A Victorian Interior’ was 

reproduced. Alongside this overt ‘before and after’ visual 

strategy (a strategy signalling material and psychological 

transformation and favoured by modernist design 

magazines of the period) the text unapologetically 

advocated a continental modernist design idiom; one 

more radical than the Hemyock Road interior might 

suggest.23 Whilst William Morris is positively cited for 

having laid ‘the foundations of the modern movement’, 

the author argued that contemporary industrial 

manufacture is capable of producing cheap, simple and 

good quality furniture for the ‘artisan, factory worker, or 

clerk’ for whom modern design was normally beyond 

fi nancial reach. Moreover, the author was attentive 

to the new social realities of contemporary suburban 

domesticity, including smaller middle-class houses 

and ‘the increasing demand of the working-class 

housewife for amenities and of her wealthier sister for 

simplicity’.24 Finally, and most surprisingly, the author 

enthusiastically claimed that ‘a house is regarded as a 

machine for living in’; a version of Le Corbusier’s radical 

claim, made in Vers un Architecture (fi rst published in 

English in 1927), that ‘a house is a machine for living’.25

The identity of the author of the Bournville Works 

Magazine article remains an intriguing mystery. This 

person demonstrates a familiarity with continental 

modernist design discourses and the strategies of their 

What aspects of the Hemyock Road interior might the 

editor of Design for To-Day have been wanting to distance 

the journal from? Despite several examples of the type 

of tubular steel furniture (fi g. 19) advocated by leading 

continental modernists including Walter Gropius and 

Le Corbusier, in the main, the show home promoted 

the type of conservative modernism composed of 

light woods, plain walls and simply-patterned soft 

furnishings (fi g. 16) favoured by the majority of 1930s 

middle-class consumers. Deborah Cohen has argued 

that middle-class householders of this era were more 

concerned to conform to a shared concept of modern 

good taste than to display their individuality, let alone 

espouse a penchant for the overtly industrial.21 Where 

glass and tubular steel furniture was associated in the 

minds of Britain’s middle-class consumers with a type 

of extreme continental modernism, Hemyock Road 

would have been associated in the mind of Design 

for To-Day’s editor with a diluted, quite possibly even 

feminine, version of the modern. However, where 

Design for To-Day patronisingly regarded Hemyock 

Road as an interesting experiment in the economical 

and the average, the anonymous author of an article 

in the Bournville Works Magazine found, or at least used 

Hemyock Road as the springboard to, something more 

radical.

Fig. 18: 1934 Show Home [BA&H: MS 1536/1150-06-1]
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visual and textual representation that one might not 

immediately associate with a suburban works magazine 

or its readership. But perhaps the author’s familiarity with 

this rhetoric is not that surprising when one realises that in 

the early–to-mid 1930s Birmingham became the location 

for a set of high-level debates, research and displays about 

the structural conditions for producing and selling good 

quality industrially-manufactured modern design, of which 

the 1934 Hemyock Road show home was just one element.

As stated above, a Birmingham branch of the Design 

and Industries Association was established in 1931 

under the directorship of R.D. Best. According to Pauline 

Madge, Best was a part of a coterie of Edgbaston-based 

academics and businessmen concerned to reform 

industrial manufacture and design.26 Three years later, 

in early 1934, the young German architectural historian 

and socialist Nikolaus Pevsner began a research 

fellowship under Professor Sargant Florence (a close 

friend of Best and another member of the Edgbaston 

coterie) in the Department of Commerce 

at the University of Birmingham. This 

research resulted in the 1937 publication 

of Pevsner’s book, An Enquiry into Industrial 

Art in England.27 Here Pevsner argued that 

impoverished living and working conditions, 

social hierarchies and ill-managed private 

enterprise (incidentally, objects of criticism 

that would have found sympathy with 

BVT even if Pevsner’s reparative call for 

‘somekind of State Socialism’ would not) 

constituted the main barriers to the mass 

production and consumption of modern 

design.28 Pevsner carried out his research by 

interviewing Birmingham and Black Country 

manufacturers and retailers – those whom he 

ultimately held responsible for not off ering 

consumers good quality modern design.

Additionally, Pevsner enclosed a visitor 

questionnaire in the catalogue to an 

exhibition that opened at the Birmingham Art Gallery 

(now Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery) in the 

months immediately following the Hemyock Road 

show home exhibition. The June to July 1934 ‘Midland 

Industrial Art’ exhibition, a collaboration between the 

gallery and the Birmingham DIA, was established 

with the remit to display regionally manufactured and 

reasonably priced modern industrial design; though 

accounts suggest that a number of objects, particularly 

from the region’s older industries of glass, carpets and 

jewellery, were both traditional in appearance and 

artisanally produced.29 In the questionnaire Pevsner 

invited visitors to identify those objects that they liked 

and disliked. The results were published in Design for 

To-Day.30 Whilst respondents (93 in total) demonstrated 

a ‘marked preference for simple, modern furniture’, 

they were divided about whether electrical products 

should be streamlined and Pevsner was evidently 

disappointed to fi nd that the ‘public have not yet 

realised that electrical appliances and hardware should 

have an aesthetic value just as much as furniture or an 

elaborate dinner set’.31 It seems, perhaps unsurprisingly, 

that respondents’ tastes were broadly in keeping with 

the conservative modernism on display at Hemyock 

Road. Conversely, though not unexpectedly, Hubert 

George, who reviewed the exhibition for Design for 

To-Day, preferred the objects of greatest ‘ultility value’ 

- those displayed in the electrical and kitchenware 

sections. High praise indeed, except that George could 

not resist a snobbish swipe at the region in general: 

‘I like to think that this exhibition is going to make 

Midlanders look at their cities – no, not cities, their 

sprawling black villages – with newly discontented 

eyes: for depressing as the Black Country is, it is even 

more depressing to fi nd that the natives almost like 

their landscape’.32

Fig. 21: 1946 Show Home, Charfi eld Close [BA&H: MS 1536/Box 2]

It is my contention that the 1934 Hemyock Road 

exhibition took BVT further into the realms of middle-

class consumer aspiration and taste-making than 

it ordinarily liked to venture. ‘The Furnished House’ 

of 1946, an exhibition developed and installed 

by BVT itself at 5 Charfi eld Close, Bournville, was 

demonstrably diff erent in aim and execution from 

its predecessor. Indeed, a 1946 letter inviting City 

Engineer and Surveyor Herbert Manzoni to the 

opening stated that this exhibition will ‘show what can 

be done, rather than what should be done’.33 Like the 

other houses in the street, 5 Charfi eld Close (fi g. 21) 

was a modest three bedroom semi-detached house 

that would be leased to families ‘setting up for the 

fi rst time’.34 Indeed, the four families that had applied 

to rent the house were themselves invited to attend 

the 28 August 1946 opening by Elizabeth Cadbury. 
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Fig. 24: 1946 Show Home [BA&H: MS 1536/1290-02-3]Fig. 22: 1946 Show Home’s visitors [BA&H: MS 1536/Box 2]

it is worth noting the simplicity of the arrangement 

and that none of the furniture items match each other 

– we are beyond debating the nuances of modernist 

design and middle-class taste here. The most commonly 

reproduced photograph represents a view of the kitchen 

(fi g. 25), which was installed as a dining-kitchen to leave 

room for a large living room. I suspect there are two 

reasons for the kitchen’s representational popularity. 

Firstly, and in a way that we simply have not seen 

before in photographs of BVT kitchens, the kitchen can 

be described as ‘fi tted’. As the photograph works hard 

to show, a range of matching cupboards and drawer 

units have been built into the space. Moreover, it is 

the performativity of the dining-kitchen photograph, 

constructed via the carefully tiered cascade of open 

drawers and wall cabinets, the vertical planes and voids 

formed by doors left ajar and the promise of a place at 

the table laid for lunch (note the seated position from 

which the photograph was made to be seen), that lends 

itself to the imagination and, therefore, to publicity.

The exhibition was open for just one week and when it 

closed on 5 September, an estimated 3,000 people had 

visited, too many to be recorded in the visitor’s book, 

whose entries demonstrate that whilst many came 

from Bournville itself, others had travelled from much 

further afi eld (fi g. 22). Evidently, the interest the show 

home garnered far exceeded the Trust’s expectations.

As a refl ection of post-war austerity and BVT’s renewed 

focus upon supplying aff ordable quality housing to 

lower income families, the exhibition leafl et simply 

itemised, without illustration, the cost of each object 

on display (all supplied by Lewis’s department store of 

Corporation Street). Prose was reserved for reinforcing 

the house’s compliance with Ministry of Health building 

regulations and highlighting new integral features such 

as fi tted wardrobes, a broom cupboard and modern 

central heating. Although the leafl et was not illustrated, 

photographs of the interior were produced and found 

their way into other BVT publications and, eventually, 

the archive. In respect of one of the bedrooms (fi g. 24) 
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In my opinion, it is a specifi cally feminine imagination 

to which this photograph is directed. Charfi eld Close 

was one of the fi rst post-war streets to be developed 

as part of the Trust’s aim to build seventy new tenanted 

houses. Implemented as quickly as possible after the 

war ended, the post-war construction plan had actually 

been in development for several years as signalled by 

the 1941 publication of When We Build Again. In addition 

to the empirical research and campaigning analysis 

provided by this report, the Trust sought the opinion 

of those ‘closer to home’ when, in 1944, it established 

a ‘committee of housewives’ to consult and advise on 

its post-war house designs.35 Composed of six married 

women drawn from working- and middle-class areas 

of the estates (Bournville village, Bournville Works 

Housing Society and Weoley Hill), the committee was 

indicative of a broader institutional authority gained by 

women during the war years - aff orded by the relative 

absence of men on the home front. Indeed, the 1944 

BVT housewives’ committee echoed on a much smaller 

scale a national survey commissioned by The Daily 

Mail during the 1940-6 suspension of the annual Ideal 

Home Exhibition. Over a three-year period, 4.5 million 

women from across the British social hierarchy were 

interviewed on the subject of ‘the house that women 

want’ and an analysis of the results published in 1944 

in The Daily Mail’s Book of Britain’s Post-War Homes.36 

Certainly, both The Daily Mail and BVT were mindful 

that the post-war house should be planned without 

any kind of domestic service, and certainly with the 

housewife, at its centre. It seems, however, that not all 

were in agreement with the new and socially inclusive 

feminine domestic authority that ‘the house that women 

want’ survey signifi ed. The BVT archive contains a 1941 

newspaper article clipped from the Sheffi  eld Telegraph. 

Entitled ‘Future Houses are to be “Fit for Heroes”’, the 

author argues that too many pre-war houses were built 

according to feminine specifi cations. Instead, post-war 

houses should have small kitchens with ‘just enough 

room for the housewife to cook in but not enough 

room for the husband to come home and sit in’.37

Whilst the interior decoration of the 1934 Hemyock 

Road show home had been authored by a named 

individual, the female design professional H.G. Wright, 

it could be argued that the BVT housewives’ committee 

held some authority over the structural and decorative 

arrangement of 5 Charfi eld Close and the sixty-nine 

houses like it. Indeed, a letter sent in 1944 to the 

Trust by one of the housewives, Mrs E.M. Clemons, a 

representative of the Bournville Works Housing Society 

and, therefore, potentially a working-class woman, 

asserted some agency and certainly some gratitude 

for her participation in the design of post-war houses: 

‘Will you please thank the Trustees for asking our 

opinion on the plans for their post-war houses. I feel 

that when the houses are complete, you will all feel 

a just pride, and I do so hope you will have an equal 

pride in the tenants who will be lucky enough to 

get them’.38

Seemingly, and as the exhibition catalogue (fi g. 26)  and 

photographs demonstrate, the Trust implemented a 

number of the housewives’ suggestions. These included, 

the ground fl oor’s living room and dining-kitchen 

arrangement - a change from the inter-war living room 

with dining-recess arrangement; though neither, for 

economic reasons, provided the separate kitchen, living 

room and dining room that were, for many women 
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of this era, the real object of desire. Additionally, 

the ‘housewives’ committee’ is said to have, fi rstly, 

requested fi tted wardrobes in the bedrooms and, 

secondly, rejected a separate utility room (a proposal 

made to the housewives by the Trust as a result of its 

1942 report on kitchen design in the United States).39 

Finally, and despite BVT pointing out that it would be 

dirty and labour-intensive whilst eff ectively turning 

the kitchen into a living-room (a ‘retreat’ to a working-

class concept of one-room habitation), the housewives 

requested an open fi re and grate in the kitchen – for 

occasional cooking and ‘on the grounds that the man 

returning from work likes to be cosy’.40 The divergence 

in opinion from the author of the Sheffi  eld Telegraph 

article could not be more apparent. Evidently, 

perceptions of home were no less determined by 

constructions of sexual diff erence during the war years 

than they had ever been. More remarkable, perhaps, 

is the sense of identity shared by members of the 

housewives’ committee, despite likely class diff erences.

The sense of a shared purpose did not, however, 

last. Visitors to ‘The Furnished House’ exhibition at 

Charfi eld Close were invited by the Trust to fi ll out 

a questionnaire interrogating some of the house’s 

features. Respondents were also asked to identify 

whether they lived in Bournville or not. The results were 

collated into a report to the management committee. 

Of the eighty respondents, a small majority preferred 

not to eat meals in the same room as they had been 

cooked.41 Indeed, it was particularly Bournville 

residents that preferred not to have the new dining-

kitchen arrangement – a result directly contradictory 

to the opinion of the housewives’ committee. How 

might one rationalise this diff erence in local opinion? 

Well, it might simply have been the case that Bournville 

residents were, in the main, used to the living room 

with dining-recess arrangement and would need time 

to get used to the dining-kitchen arrangement. But 

there might have been other factors at work. Factors 

that relate to the two types of middle-class feminine 

gaze identifi ed earlier as a structural feature of the 

Trust’s performative photographs. Here, I distinguished 

between a middle-class feminine gaze constructed for 

the viewer, on the one hand, as identifi catory and, on 

the other hand, as supervisory. Perhaps when invited to 

join each other on a housewives’ committee, women of 

diff erent classes were inclined to cast an identifi catory 

gaze upon each other and to unite around a traditional, 

even working-class, concept of home and family life. 

But when casting a supervisory gaze over a show home 

exhibition, it is likely that a set of more aspirational 

criteria linked to the outward performance of social 

identity, a sense of ‘what should be done’ as opposed to 

‘what can be done’, came to the fore. Or perhaps it was, 

in the main, middle-class women that cast a supervisory 

gaze over the show home exhibition and took it upon 

themselves to respond in numbers to the questionnaire. 

Interestingly, when it came to casting a supervisory 

gaze over the style of decoration, opinion was united: 

all eighty respondents stated that they liked the show 

home’s ‘light coloured walls and woodwork’ – a clear 

signifi er of middle-class suburban domestic identity.

Conclusion

A range of modern social identities have been 

performed in relation to suburban domesticity on 

our two-leg journey through the domestic spaces 

and places of the BVT archive of the 1930s and 1940s. 

These range from those performed photographically, 

including ‘emotionally attentive middle-class husband 

and father’, ‘suburban working-class husband’, 

‘suburban working-class housewife’, ‘working-class 

daily’ and ‘suburban middle-class housewife’, to those 

performed in actuality, including married female design 

professional, design magazine editor, suburban works 

magazine exhibition reviewer, academic architectural 

historian and the diverse identities of the exhibition 

questionnaires’ respondents and the housewives’ 

committee. This roll call demonstrates the extent to 

which BVT actively staged suburban domesticity from 

and for a feminine subject position; a contribution to 

the broader feminisation of British culture associated 

with the inter-war period when, to quote Giles again, 

‘modernising forces in Britain focused on homes and 

domesticity’.  Indeed, it is my argument that BVT 

served a strategic signifi cance in fostering feminine 

agency in relation to suburban domesticity, whether 

in the photographs demonstrably produced from 

and for the imaginative subject position of a middle-

class housewife, or the show homes curated, visited 

and commented upon by middle-class women or 

designed, in part, by the socially diverse housewives’ 

committee. But it is also the BVT archive’s fragmentary 

glimpse of a working-class woman’s (Mrs E. M. Clemons 

of the housewives’ committee) agency in her 1944 

letter to the management committee that throws into 

relief the extent to which middle-class sensibilities 

continued to dominate, at least discursively and 

representationally, the 1930s and 1940s extension 

of suburban domesticity from the few to the many.
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