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Abstract 

Background and Objectives: The provision of household consumer goods has long been a subject of study 
among the historians of family and gender. Previous research has focused on luxurious goods to show consumers’ 
social status; however, research on spending practices and everyday commodities remains scarce, and studies 
that explore their impact on family relationships are even more limited. This research article studies the men and 
women in eighteenth-century English society in the context of familial relationships and explores the meanings of 
familial love as reflected in the activity of purchasing goods in daily life. Thus, activities, not objects, are the main 
focus of this article.  This article aims to consider what every day purchasing activities meant to the people in 
eighteenth-century England and how such activities affected familial relationships. This article shows the attitudes 
of the English people in that period towards familial relationships and demonstrates the meaning and key 
characteristics of familial love. 
Methods: This article considers purchasing activities as a cultural symbolic form, which the eighteenth- century 
English people used to convey attitudes towards family relationships.  It studies the meanings of familial love 
appearing in interpersonal relationships.  This research article studies the personal letters of four eighteenth-
century English families garnered from provincial archives in the United Kingdom, and these are original 
handwritten letters that have not yet been officially published. These letters offer useful information to understand 
the family relationships in each family studied, enabling us to understand the meaning and the importance of 
everyday purchasing activities to their familial relationships in a clear manner.  
Results: This article suggests that mundane daily activities are worth studying.  Looking at how the eighteenth-
century English families provided their family members with everyday household items, we cannot deny that 
feeding, clothing and giving gifts were conducted with affective emotions. Shopping for family members proved to 
be significant moments for fostering family bonds.  Likewise, gift- giving played a more active role in expressing 
familial love, concern, and care, rather than an expression of an informal support.  It was not an object, but an 
everyday activity which was important to understanding the meaning of familial love.  Goods acquisition in daily 
life and the quality of attentiveness were the important factors that nurtured familial relationships and enabled 
intimacy. This article proposes that familial love meant attentiveness and devotion to family members. As shown 
in the article, family members were attentive to one another with an emphasis on expressing those emotions in 
family letters.  
Application of this study: This article demonstrates that mundane daily activities are issues worthy of 
consideration, especially when historians consider the people’s life experiences documented in personal letters. 
Such a reading method can pave a new way for studying mundane, everyday activities, and this approach enables 
historians to gain a more comprehensive understanding of people’s lives in the past. It can be useful for studying 
the history of everyday life in Thai Studies as well, due to the limited amount of research conducted in this area.  
Conclusions: In the eighteenth century, the provision of everyday household items for family members played a 
vital role in maintaining and strengthening familial bonds. Everyday activities that appeared mundane may have 
a far greater impact on family relationships than previously thought. 
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ยิง่มน้ีอยมากขึน้ไปอกี บทความวจิยันี้ศกึษาหญงิและชายในสงัคมองักฤษสมยัครสิตศ์ตวรรษที ่18 ในบรบิทความสมัพนัธ์
ภายในครอบครัว รวมถึงศึกษาความหมายของความรักในครอบครัวดังที่ปรากฏในกิจกรรมการซื้อหาสินค้าใน
ชวีติประจ าวนั ดงันัน้กจิกรรมมใิช่วตัถุจงึเป็นความสนใจหลกัของบทความนี้ บทความนี้มุง่พจิารณาว่ากจิกรรมการซือ้หา
สนิค้าในชวีติประจ าวนัมคีวามหมายอย่างไรต่อคนองักฤษสมยัครสิต์ศตวรรษที ่18 และกจิกรรมดงักล่าวส่งผลอย่างไรต่อ
ความสมัพนัธข์องคนในครอบครวั บทความนี้แสดงใหเ้หน็ทศันคตขิองคนองักฤษในสมยัดงักล่าวทีม่ตี่อความสมัพนัธใ์น
ครอบครวั และแสดงใหเ้หน็ความหมายและลกัษณะส าคญัของความรกัในครอบครวั  
วิธีการศึกษา: บทความนี้พจิารณากจิกรรมการจบัจ่ายใชส้อยในฐานะรูปแบบสญัลกัษณ์ทางวฒันธรรมซึ่งคนองักฤษใน
สมยัครสิตศ์ตวรรษที ่18 ใชส้ื่อสารทศันคตดิา้นความสมัพนัธก์บัคนในครอบครวั บทความนี้ศกึษาความหมายของความรกั
ในครอบครวัดงัทีป่รากฏในความสมัพนัธร์ะหว่างบุคคล บทความวจิยันี้ศกึษาจดหมายส่วนบุคคลของครอบครวัองักฤษ
ในชว่งระยะเวลาดงักล่าวจ านวน 4 ครอบครวั ซึง่เกบ็รวบรวมจากหอจดหมายเหตุตามจงัหวดัต่าง ๆ ของสหราชอาณาจกัร 
และเป็นจดหมายต้นฉบบัลายมอืเขยีนที่ยงัไม่มกีารตีพิมพ์เผยแพร่อย่างเป็นทางการ จดหมายเหล่านี้ให้ขอ้มูลที่เป็น
ประโยชน์อย่างยิ่งต่อการท าความเขา้ใจความสมัพนัธ์ภายในครอบครวัของแต่ละครอบครวัที่เลอืกมาศกึษา ท าใหเ้รา
สามารถเขา้ใจความหมายและความส าคญัของกิจกรรมการจบัจ่ายใช้สอยในชวีติประจ าวนัที่มตี่อความสมัพนั ธภ์ายใน
ครอบครวัไดอ้ย่างชดัเจน  
ผลการศึกษา: บทความนี้เสนอว่ากจิกรรมธรรมดาสามญัในชวีติประจ าวนัเป็นประเดน็ควรค่าแก่การศกึษา เมื่อพจิารณา
การจดัหาขา้วของเครื่องใชใ้นชวีติประจ าวนัของครอบครวัองักฤษในครสิต์ศตวรรษที ่18 เราไมอ่าจปฏเิสธไดว้่าการจดัหา
อาหาร เสื้อผา้ และการมอบของขวญัใหแ้ก่กนัลว้นมาพรอ้มกบัความรกัทัง้สิน้ การออกไปเดนิซื้อขา้วของใหแ้ก่สมาชกิใน
ครอบครวันับเป็นโอกาสอนัส าคญัในการกระชบัความสมัพนัธ์ภายในครอบครวั เช่นเดียวกันการมอบของขวญัก็มี
ความส าคญัอย่างมากในการแสดงความรกั ความห่วงใย และการดูแลซึ่งกนัและกนัมากไปกว่าการใหค้วามช่วยเหลอื
เกื้อกูลอย่างไม่เป็นทางการเท่านัน้ ดงันัน้ไม่ใช่วตัถุเครื่องใชแ้ต่เป็นกจิกรรมในชวีติประจ าวนัต่างหากทีม่คีวามส าคญัต่อ
การท าความเขา้ใจความหมายของความรกัในครอบครวั การจดัหาสนิคา้ในชวีติประจ าวนัและการเอาใจใส่กนัและกนัเป็น
ปัจจยัส าคญัประการหนึ่งในการธ ารงความรกัและความใกล้ชดิในครอบครวั  บทความนี้เสนอว่าความรกัในครอบครวัมี
ความหมายถงึการดูแลเอาใจใส่และการอทุศิตนใหแ้ก่สมาชกิในครอบครวั ดงัทีป่รากฏในบทความ สมาชกิในครอบครวัมกั
แสดงความเอาใจใส่และหว่งหาอาทรแก่กนั และพรอ้มเน้นย ้าอารมณ์ดงักล่าวลงในจดหมายครอบครวั  
การประยุกต์ใช้: บทความนี้สาธติใหเ้หน็ว่ากจิกรรมในชวีติประจ าวนัทีแ่สนธรรมดาสามญักลบัเป็นประเดน็ควรค่าแก่ 
การพิจารณา โดยเฉพาะอย่างยิง่เมื่อนักประวตัิศาสตร์พจิารณาประสบการณ์ชวีติของผู้คนที่บนัทกึผ่านจดหมายส่วน
บุคคล การอ่านเอกสารดงักล่าวช่วยขยายประเดน็การวจิยัไปสู่เรื่องราวทีแ่ลดูธรรมดาสามญัในชวีติประจ าวนัของผูค้นได ้
วธิกีารดงักล่าวนี้เองจะช่วยใหน้กัประวตัศิาสตรส์ามารถเขา้ใจชวีติของผูค้นในอดตีไดอ้ย่างรอบดา้นมากขึน้ วธิกีารเชน่นี้
ยงัเป็นประโยชน์แก่การศกึษาประวตัศิาสตร์ชวีติประจ าวนัส าหรบัวงวชิาการไทยศกึษาอกีดว้ย เพราะงานวจิยัทางดา้นนี้
ยงัมอียู่อย่างจ ากดั  
บทสรปุ: ในครสิต์ศตวรรษที ่18 การจดัหาขา้วของเครื่องใชใ้นชวีติประจ าวนัใหก้บัสมาชกิในครอบครวัมสี่วนอย่างส าคญั
ในการธ ารงรกัษาและสานสายใยความสมัพนัธร์ะหว่างสมาชกิในครอบครวัใหแ้น่นแฟ้นยิง่ขึน้ กจิกรรมในชวีติประจ าวนัทีดู่
ประหนึ่งเป็นเรื่องธรรมดาสามญัอาจส่งผลกระทบอย่างกวา้งขวางต่อความสมัพนัธใ์นครอบครวัมากกว่าทีเ่ราเคยคดิกนัมา 

 
Introduction 
 

The Hastings solicitor John Collier (1685–1760) regularly travelled to London in the 1730s and 1740s to conduct 
business. His London journeys offered him the opportunity to perform and perfect the role of the household provider. Tea, 
coffee, cheese, sugar, vinegar, candles, baskets, salt and corks, salmon and trout, and silk and stockings were among 
the items on the shopping list, even though grocery shopping was traditionally associated with women (ESRO, SAY 1679, 
27 Nov. 1735). While such a shopping list may sound a mundane terrain, it was a terrain that contained a meaningful 
feature of familial love widely practiced among the middling and elite Georgians. This article explores hundreds of 
unpublished family correspondence from the eighteenth century to demonstrate how familial love was practiced, 
expressed, and embodied in the acquisition of mundane goods and everyday objects. It was precisely, we argue, in 
mundane activities that a significant facet of familial love was incorporated and reified. 

Grocery shopping may appear trifling and trivial, yet it was not meaningless. Historians should not dismiss it out 
of hand as its significance was situational. Consider one of Collier’s letters to his wife in February 1733, when the ink was 
barely dry on the Hastings parish record announcing their twelve-year-old son’s death:  
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What you would have bought I desire you will send me directions and I will take all 
imaginable care of it. With the greatest sincerity I wish and long for your dear 
company, and cannot avoid having some heavy anxious thoughts of our great 
inestimable losse; but I know it is our duty humbly to submit to the dispensations of 
God, and strive at it with all manner of resolution. (ESRO, SAY 1625, 10 Feb. 1733) 

 
This should not be treated as shopping therapy. In fact, Collier emphasized his shopping commitment to communicate to 
his beloved wife that he would not let her down or leave her alone at that terrible time. The primary messages that 
mundane shopping conveyed were love, care, affection and attentiveness, which formed the core value of what this article 
is looking for: the familial love. 

The nature of the English family in the eighteenth century has long been a subject of historical research, for it was 
the Georgian period that gave birth to the cult of sensibility (Mullan, 1990). As Barker-Benfield (1996 : 249) indicated, the 
culture of sensibility wished to reform men, making them sensitive to women’s and children’s minds, wishes, interests, 
and feelings, or in short, their sensibility. Like some sociologists (Giddens, 1992; Zeldin, 1994), historians viewed 
sentimentalism as a factor of the collapsing patriarchal power and a midwife of the modern egalitarian family. In The 
Family, Sex, and Marriage, Stone (1977) pointed out that absolute patriarchal power gave way to affective individualism 
in the eighteenth century. In place of the cold aloof husband and father of the seventeenth century, now stood the caring, 
affectionate, and companionate Georgian father figure. However, feminist historians Amussen (1988) and Okin (1981) 
demonstrated that despite the acknowledgement of affective sentiments in the family, women never claimed equality with 
their husbands, let alone asked to govern the household. Yet no other historian has contributed to demolishing the 
marriage between the familial love and collapsing patriarchy more effectively than Vickery (1998 : 60). She proclaims that:  
 

Certainly, love sometimes empowered a woman to lead her husband by the nose, 
but it might just as easily encourage her to swoon submissively in his masterful 
arms. … So even if Lawrence Stone’s dubious assertion that love in marriage was 
on the increase could be proved, the impact of love on marital power relations would 
still be wildly unpredictable. 

 
Whatever the effect of affective sentiments might have been, historians agree that love had become an integral part of 
family relationships by the eighteenth century. 

A body of research has demonstrated, therefore, a vast array of emotions and emotional expectations in family 
relationships and household management. In their classic work, Family Fortunes, Davidoff & Hall (1987) argued that by 
the late eighteenth century, domesticity was perceived as feminized, moral, and an affective sphere as opposed to the 
masculine, amoral world of capitalist business, which was enacted by the Evangelical revival movement and bourgeois 
Calvinist ethics of hard work at the dawn of the industrialization. Although Family Fortunes can be crowned for its 
achievement in using gender relations as, to use Scott’s words, “a useful category of historical analysis” to explain the 
Victorian middle-class formation (Scott, 1986), its argument formed the bedrock of the theory of separate spheres, which 
underestimated the sheer quality of men’s engagement with household management. Contrarily, the cult of Victorian 
domesticity has been reassessed by subsequent historians. Tosh (1999) convincingly showed that for Victorian middle-
class men, the family was necessary to their masculine self-esteem, which drove them to invest more emotional depth in 
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the interactions with their family members than ever before, especially when the roles of breadwinner and father tested 
their masculinity. 

More recent research on the eighteenth century confirming the presence of emotions behind closed doors includes 
Barker (2008; 2009) and Harvey (2009; 2012), who discovered the deep, emotional meanings of housekeeping embodied 
in the male householder. Historians have also examined emotions, such as affection, fondness, even distress and erotic 
charge, invested in consumer goods used in the Georgians’ daily lives. While Holloway (2019) explored love tokens 
exchanged by courting couples to negotiate the path to matrimony, Vickery (2009) traced emotional remnants embedded 
in the needlework of distressed spinsters and lone women. Stobart (2025) has shrewdly reconstructed the household 
goods of clerical families and challenged the conventional idea that goods were unproblematic markers of wealth, status, 
and taste. In her examination of the lives of the Georgian poor, Bailey (2010a; 2010b; 2010c; 2012), more than anyone, 
exemplifies how fathers and mothers adopted the emotional figures of loving arms, nurturing bosoms, laboring bodies, 
and provisioning needs as parental identities. Like their Victorian descendants (Humphries, 2012; Griffin, 2020), children 
of the Georgian poor families singled out their parents’ strenuous attempts at securing and bringing home a loaf of bread 
for commendation in their life-writings. It is, therefore, not an exaggeration that emotions have been incorporated in the 
examination of family relationships and household management of the eighteenth century. 

This body of research has widely accepted that affective sentimentalism formed the essence of family relationships, 
consumption, and household management. These scholars have been interested in consumer goods and the meanings 
invested in them, revolving around wealth and status, love and affection, distress and grief. In other words, they are 
primarily concerned with consumption, rather than the acquisition of goods itself. Besides, we are frustratingly left with 
little knowledge of what it meant to the Georgians by something that historians call love. What was precisely love in the 
familial context of the eighteenth century? Like the Loch Ness monster, love and affection are notoriously hard to define. 
Spousal love differs from parental love, surely. Although this article agrees with precedent research that love and affection 
defined the features of eighteenth-century households, it disagrees with them in taking their meanings for granted and 
aims to figure out the meanings of familial love. This article, therefore, aims to look at the acquisition of goods and familial 
relationships in tandem. Only then can we understand the nature of eighteenth-century affective familial relationships and 
what lay beneath the sentimental bedrock of Georgian family life. 
 
Research Objectives 
 

This research article places Georgian middling-sort and elite men and women in the context of familial relationships 
and explores the meanings and characteristics of familial love as embedded in acquisitive activities. Thus, actions, not 
objects, are the prime concern. This paper asks: What did the acquisition of goods mean to eighteenth-century people? 
And how did it affect and fashion their familial relationships? This article will shed light on the Georgian attitudes towards 
familial relationships and unveil the meaningful features of affective sentiments in the Georgian family lives. 
 
Research Methods 
 

As the late American anthropologist Geertz (1973 : 89) pointed out, culture is “a system of inherited conceptions 
expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and 
attitudes toward life.” This article takes acquisitive activities as a symbolic form which the Georgians used to convey 
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attitudes towards their relationships. Although we are in search of familial love, we do not pretend to be historians of 
emotions. However, we draw some useful notions from them. As Boddice (2018 : 53–58, 183–89) suggests, emotions 
are mediated by experiences, that is, by social interactions. Emotions are aroused by how we encounter our parents, 
siblings, children, and peers at the key moments. Therefore, emotions are not personal but social and situational. This 
paper will figure out the meanings of familial love as situated in the interpersonal relationships of eighteenth-century men 
and women. 

Looking at the individuals’ sentiments, historians tend to prize diaries over letters. As a primary source genre, diary 
was originally designed in the light of the Reformation with the prospect of self-inspection on the diarist’s sins, relations 
to the family, and divinely ordained order of the world (Dawson, 2000; Thompson, 1972; Macfarlane, 1970; Roper, 2010). 
As Thompson (1972 : 42) remarked, “[W]e have evidence not of a spontaneous unmediated attitude but of this transcribed 
into an approved self-image (perhaps with approved doctrinal after-thoughts), like someone arranging his face in a looking-
glass.” Unfortunately, diaries are not always useful for answering the questions this article sets. Those that happen to be 
exceptional in revealing the diarists’ views have been exhaustively studied by the historians of consumption  
(Finn, 2000 : 135). New findings are hard to obtain. While unpublished diaries are tempting, they are often either too 
laconic or irrelevant. The Baptist minister John Needham (d.1787) from Bristol jotted only what he bought, with no 
comments whatsoever: “Paid Pardon for a new Peruke £1.11.6d and paid for 2 India Handkerchiefs – 10s” (WAS, EHC/60, 
16 Mar. 1785). Although genteel women’s diaries are renowned for their elaborate comments and self-scrutiny (Vickery, 
2021; Brewer, 1997 : 107–110), most of them fell short of their details when it came to acquisitive activities. Witness an 
unpublished diary of a Hertfordshire young girl kept between 1769–76. “Mama[,] brother[,] sister & I drank tea at  
Dr Foxcell’s” was a typical entry for this diarist. Nevertheless, she recorded, in separate sections, brief details of new 
clothes under dates when first worn: “I put on my new pair of everlasting shoes August ye 20th.” Yet there were no further 
comments, as usual (ERO, D/Dru F10, 9 Jul. 1769 & 20 Aug. 1771).  

On the contrary, personal correspondence offers insightful information on the relationship between acquisitive 
activities and family relations. Like diaries, family letters never reveal the correspondents’ spontaneous personal 
experiences, but rather their thoughtful self-presentation, transmitting an approved self-image of the writer to the reader 
(Stanley, 2004; Lyons, 1999; Whyman, 1999). Consider a letter of the strict father John Buxton of Norfolk (1654–1731). 
In 1729 the landowner Buxton penned a line to Robert, his dutiful son. Before he sealed the letter, Buxton asked him to 
tell his younger wayward brother to “[g]ive Georgy my love and blessing. My present will be bestowed if it makes him 
industrious” (Mackley, 2005 : 79). A present from a father to his son carried with it parental love; a delay thereof alerted 
a dissolute son to reform his behavior. In tandem, letter writing and gift-giving shaped and re-shaped the interpersonal 
relationships of this father and son. In light of this, this article will examine the practices of everyday life, no matter how 
trivial they may sound. As Roper (2005 : 62) put it, those experiences involved “a perpetual process of managing emotional 
impulses, both conscious and unconscious, within the self and in relation to others.” We can therefore understand the 
thought world of the Georgians as embodied in their thoughtful acquisitive activities. 

This research article is built around the unpublished personal correspondence of four eighteenth-century English 
families garnered from provincial archives in the United Kingdom. Our collection embraces a variety of professions (lawyer, 
clergyman, merchant, landowner, and earl) and social stations (middling-sorts and aristocrat), spanning the 1730s to the 
1800s. They spent their lives in both rural England and the vibrant city of London where goods were mostly procured. 
Our samples include the solicitor John Collier’s family of Hastings (fl.1731–1746), the Bedfordshire landowner Talbot 
Williamson’s family and his rector brother Edmound of Millbrook (fl.1748–1765), the Hampshire aristocratic family of the 
Knollys’ (fl.1763–1834), and the young bachelor merchant John Fuller’s family of Hyde Heath in Buckinghamshire (fl.1805–



Provision for Love: Mundane Goods and Familial Affection in Eighteenth-Century England, E5144 (1-23) 
 

 

Journal of Arts and Thai Studies Vol.47 No.2 May - August 2025     6 

1806). They were part of the wealthiest ten per cent of the population (Vickery, 2009 : 56), and were drawn as 
representatives of the elite and bourgeoning middling classes of Georgian England. Unlike the working poor, these two 
social echelons were extensively engaged in the two Georgian cultural pillars: the ever-expanding consumer market and 
the sentimental movements of the cult of sensibility, which valorized the expression of familial love in words and objects 
(Langford, 1989 : 61–71, 463–467). However, these four collections of family letters spanning seven decades cannot be 
claimed an every-family typicality. Nor do they present the totality of family life in the eighteenth century. Yet significant 
similarities emerge in the routine details of their accounts, entailing the relationships between familial love and materiality. 
Together, they produce broad records of goods-acquisition related activities and cover a wide array of consumer goods 
used in their daily lives—from mundane oysters to decent tea and chocolate powder, and from basic stockings to luxurious 
flannel waistcoats.  

It is noteworthy that, as is familiar to family historians of early modern England, it is exceptionally hard to reconstruct 
the entire context of each family studied, since surrounding evidence rarely survives. Thus, family historians are obliged 
to speculate about what their specimens may signify when evidence is unavailable. One might recall the classic in 
microhistory, The Return of Martin Guerre (1983), by Natalie Z. Davis, the grandmom of cultural historians, in which words 
like ‘perhaps’, ‘possibly’, ‘might have’ or ‘would have’ loomed large in her interpretations of the thought world of the 
impostor Arnaud du Tilh, the genuine Martin Guerre, and the wife Bertrande in sixteenth-century France. Our samples 
used in this article are no exception. We only have scattered family letters. Yet they share a preoccupation with the 
embodiment of love and care in goods-acquisition related activities. These are the issues that prompted our specimens 
to put pen to paper, which are relevant in addressing the questions posed in this article. Their letters provide a window 
into the thoughtful relations of each family, allowing us to glimpse and gauge how acquisitive activities played a vital role 
in their familial relationships. 
 
Research Results 
 
Welcome to the Englishman’s Castle 

The eighteenth century witnessed a watershed in the family relationship. For better or worse, the Georgian family 
gradually evolved into the nuclear family during the century. According to Laslett (1969 : 200, 210–11), the average 
Georgian household contained 4.75 people. That figure was a little lower than that of the previous century (approximately 
5 people), and it remained “fairly constant” until as late as 1931 (approximately 3.72 people). Indeed, the word ‘family’ as 
defined in Dr. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary (1755) referred to “[t]hose who live in the same house; household,” embracing 
a ground of people who lived under the same roof and were subordinate to the same patriarch: husband, wife, children, 
servants, apprentices, journeymen and the like (Tadmor, 1996). Like other European societies since the sixteenth century, 
most Georgian households consisted of a couple and their children with the husband/father as head of the family (Corfield, 
2022 : 75). As the century wore on, the Georgians were cultivating the concept of affectionate domesticity, in which family 
members were more conscious of one another’s desires and intensively used material goods to create the ambience of 
Gemütlichkeit (warmth and comfort) in their household. Both the sense of authority and safety nest that the Georgians 
could expect from home were consolidated in the classic idiom ‘an Englishman’s home is his castle.’ For princes and 
paupers alike, the cult of domesticity became “a collection of treasures and a consoling dream” (Vickery, 2009 : 24). As 
Corfield (2022 : 74) has put it succinctly, “[T]he ideal ‘home’ was gaining allure.” 

Political, legal and sentimental conventions were also important. Amidst the political turbulence of the seventeenth 
century, social order was highly valued, and the family was crucial in this respect. The family/household was considered 
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the primary unit of social control. As Amussen (1988) argued, in the seventeenth century, the quality of manhood was 
measured by the patriarch’s ability to control his household subordinates’ behavior, for a lack thereof proved an inferior 
patriarch among his male fellows. Fletcher (1999 : 174) put it even more outright: “Men wanted their wives to be both 
subordinate and competent.” This patriarchal model of family remained meaningful throughout the eighteenth century. Yet 
a new emphasis on the skills and virtues of the benevolent citizen was added to the catalogue of manly qualities. The 
patriarch’s managerial engagement with the domestic environment had become a new yardstick for masculinity by the 
mid-eighteenth century (Harvey, 2012 : 24–63). The household management gradually evolved into a joint activity between 
the couple. Although power was bestowed upon the patriarch under common law, a married couple was legally deemed 
to constitute one person at law. The common laws of coverture and necessities allowed women to make contracts and 
purchase items on credit in their husband’s name, as it subsumed a married woman’s legal identity under that of her 
husband (Finn, 1996). The share of the couple’s possessions and liabilities between husband and wife was generally 
expected. Moreover, sentimental movements contributed to the celebration—not the sudden birth—of affectionate 
relationships between husbands and wives. This said, happy marriages did not necessarily anticipate gender equality and 
equal power relations between husbands and wives. What mattered was rather a flexible, ongoing, mutual agreement by 
the couple about a division of roles and responsibilities they saw fit. Equal relationship, as propagated by scholars (Stone, 
1977; Trumbach, 1978), was anathema to the Georgians. The key to successful matrimony was the fact that “a wife 
observed the general proprieties and a husband tempered his authority” (Vickery, 1998 : 72), whereby we might add the 
role of a benevolent provider, moral leader, kind protector, and great comforter to the venerated husband/father figure 
(Israngura Na Ayudhya, 2014 : 70–101; Harvey, 2012; Bailey, 2012). Thus, the status of Georgian wives was far from 
enslavement or being mere property of their husbands, as is often claimed (Corfield, 2022 : 81). 

The changing idea of social order after the Restoration also affected attitudes to child-rearing, which was further 
enhanced by the Enlightenment thinkers of the later decades. Contemporaries cherished liberal attitudes towards child-
rearing and praised attentive, devoted parents. Severe discipline and excess physical punishment were denounced, while 
gentle, liberal styles of child-rearing were applauded (Pollock, 1983). Parents were expected to be watchful of their 
children’s welfare, manners and education. Special accoutrements for child development (toys, games, literature, and 
apparel) were available in the expanding consumer market more than ever before, awaiting indulgent parents to buy for 
their doting offspring (Plumb, 1985; Jackson, 2025 : 32–69). The intimacy between parents and children was also 
esteemed. This was embodied, inter alia, in the changing styles of address. In the previous centuries, a son would address 
his father as ‘Sir’. Yet the eighteenth century witnessed a more intimate and affectionate style. In letters home, children 
increasingly addressed their fathers as ‘My Dear Father’ (Corfield, 2022 : 88). Moreover, the image of a loving, playful 
father started to loom large in family letters, underlining the value of parental intimacy and a sentimental patriarch. Visiting 
London in 1817 for business, the Hampshire Rev. Charles Powlett (1764–1834) wrote a letter to his daughters, asking 
them to tell their six-year-old brother Frederick that: “[M]y dear sweet little Fred, … I cannot tell you how much I long to 
see you & kiss your dear little face & scrab you with my beard & whiskers. … I am, my sweet little Fellow, yr aff[ectiona]te 
Papa” (Israngura Na Ayudhya, 2014 : 131). Of course, it would be unwise to claim that parents from the earlier period 
did not kiss, hug, or caress their children. Rather, it was in the eighteenth century that tactile sense started to gain the 
special meanings of intimacy, fondness and tenderness (Jütte, 2005 : 177–79). In light of this, the loving relationship 
between parents and children was increasingly encoded in physical touch, highlighting the importance of intimacy and 
affection within the family in place of the remote, strict paterfamilias of the earlier centuries. 

Yet, all these were rather social expectations. They reflected contemporary cultural trends and attitudes to the 
ideal family relationships. Undoubtedly, actual implementation in each family varied widely and unpredictably. 
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Nevertheless, mutual affection was undeniably a monovalent force driving spouses, parents and children along the road 
to familial bliss they yearned for. As the philosopher Adam Smith put it in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759): 
 

With what pleasure do we look upon a family, through the whole of which reign mutual 
love and esteem, where the parents and children are companions for one another, 
without any other difference than what is made by respectful affection on the one side, 
and kind indulgence on the other; … where every thing presents us with the idea of 
peace, cheerfulness, harmony, and contentment? (Smith, 2002 : 48) 

 
Together with love and esteem, affection and indulgence ensured the Georgians’ domestic paradise. But what did familial 
love look like? How was it performed? How did the Georgians express it in their daily lives? We will examine one of the 
less explored facets of eighteenth-century family history. It is the relationship between mundane activities and the 
manifestation of familial love, as well as the meanings hidden therein, which we shall see now. 
 
 Provision for Love 

Georgian household provision has fascinated a generation of scholars of gender and family histories. Wrestling 
with male and female account books, Vickery (2006a; 2009 : 106–128) argues that the daily household consumption fell 
to women’s prerogatives yet within a framework of male superintendence and surveillance. Hunt (1996), Finn (2000), and 
Hussey (2008) have re-quantified the male engagement with the world of goods in the second half of the eighteenth 
century, and united in the conclusion that middling-sort men had the lion’s share of household provision with women. 
Bailey (2012) and Harvey (2009; 2012) have developed the subject further by making it clear that prudent and successful 
household provision became a marker of Georgian masculinity. Hitherto, the issues of power relations and gendered 
practices have dominated this body of research. Still, we are left with little knowledge of what family provision meant to 
family members in practice. 

It is necessary to briefly introduce the background of each family studied here before the analysis. First, a solicitor 
and town clerk who also served as mayor of Hastings five times during the 1720s and 1730s, John Collier (1685–1760), 
together with his wife Mary, closely parented two sons and five daughters who survived infancy. Collier was under the 
Duke of Newcastle’s patronage during his mayoralty. The Collier boys, John (1720–1732) and James (1721–1747), were 
first sent to a boarding school at Hastings, and later Westminster school in London in 1731. The choice of Westminster 
school was calculated, for it ranked very closely after Eton, and the Duke had been there as a boy. The Colliers’ family 
letters testified to their affectionate matrimony and attentive parenthood, recording mostly shopping activities, home 
gardening and farming, needlework, educational progress of their offspring, and illness. Second, the Williamsons’ sibling 
correspondence consisted of the writings of Talbot (1711–1765), Edmound (1713–1775), and Christian (Tidy) Russell 
(1715–1803). Talbot possessed a landed estate in Essex in addition to his Bedfordshire living at Husborne Crawley, but 
mainly lived his life as a childless gentleman in London. As Talbot had no direct heir out of his marriage, he left to 
Edmound the oversight of the Bedfordshire estate, which rendered the bond between them significantly closer. Edmound, 
educated at Cambridge and appointed the rector of Millbrook in 1740, became a widower after his first wife died in 1757. 
Tidy gave succor to her brother in housekeeping and childcare, although she lived in London with her husband. Their 
surviving letters mostly spanned the years between 1757 and 1761 when Edmound was left forlorn. Commodities animate 
their correspondence, which serves as a chronicle of the siblings’ constant expressions of devotion and tenderness. Third, 
Thomas Knollys (1727–1793) married a Winchester girl Mary, daughter of the attorney William Porter, and became the 
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seventh Earl of Banbury in 1776. The Knollys family owned various properties in Hampshire and Yorkshire. Living in 
Winchester, Thomas was involved in county business and served as Chairman of Quarter Sessions. His eldest son (of 
eight children) William (1763–1834) pursued a military career and went on a campaign in Flanders during the French 
Revolutionary Wars. He later became Comptroller of the Household of the Prince of Wales and Gentleman Usher of the 
Black Rod. The Knollys family members were prolific correspondents, meticulously recording their political networks as 
well as news and gossip from London’s sociable world. They were also keen shoppers and took part in the beau monde 
of both London and Hampshire. Spending most of his life in London and Flanders, William, in particular, was preoccupied 
with detailing the minutiae of his many goods-acquisition related activities. He was conversant with new fashionable goods 
and served as a proxy shopper for his mother and sisters. His letters, in particular, were testimonies of the conflated 
expressions of familial love and materiality. Fourth, the Fuller family of Chesham in Buckinghamshire was part of the 
mercantile Stratton family’s network trading with Russia. Unfortunately, we know very little about the background of the 
Fullers. Rev. John Fuller (1752–1825) married Mary Stratton in 1784. They had three sons: John, Stratton, and Benjamin. 
Together with her sister and servants, Mary completed the household. All of the surviving letters were sent to John Fuller 
junior in 1805 and 1806, when he was living and working as a bachelor tradesman in London. Stratton also left home 
during this time to learn about agriculture in Berkshire. The letters sent to them typically reveal their mother’s considerable 
anxiety over their health, hygiene, well-being, and morality, as found in correspondence between mothers and sons. Her 
letters are also significant in suggesting the reticulation of affective familial relationships and mundane activities. All four 
collections can similarly offer historians a rich source of information on the meanings of familial love understood by 
eighteenth-century middling-sort and elite men and women. 

To begin with, affection was an indispensable part of Georgian family life. Prescriptive literature cherished love in 
performing familial obligations, out of which happiness grew thereby. As Thomas (2018 : 165) remarked, contemporary 
moralists envisaged that mutual respect and caring helped to keep peace in families. In 1711 Steele (1711 : 10–11) 
instructed the husband to “nourish and cherish” his wife, and not to love her in word and tongue only, “but in deed and 
in truth,” whereby “he must spare no cost, no pains to do his wife good” when “he supplies her”. The conduct-book writer 
Parcival (1775 : 119) alerted brothers, sisters, children, and parents to be “more concentred [sic] in the kindred charities” 
with one another, for “mutual good offices” contributed to “the bright emanations of domestic love.” Likewise, Braidwood 
(1792 : 53) called for love when performing parental duties: “[A]ll the duties which parents owe to their children, must 
proceed from love.” By the 1800s, love had established itself as an ideal that inspired family members to perfect their 
obligations (Rosenwein, 2022 : 87–94). Household provision infused with love and affection demonstrably characterized 
the eighteenth-century family relationship. 

If love loomed large in prescriptive literature, the word itself was rarely mentioned in family letters when the writers 
discussed their household provision. This said, it does not mean that procuring goods for one’s own family was conducted 
without heart. In the 1730s John Collier regularly went to London, leaving his wife alone in Hastings. Upon his arrival, he 
usually procured daily goods for his family without delay, as she “mention[ed],” “direct[ed],” “desir[ed],” or “command[ed].” 
Her ordered items often included tea, coffee, chocolate, spaw water (mineral water), aprons, gowns, handkerchiefs and 
stockings. The grocery list appeared rather banal, but Collier finished it in a jovial and attentive manner. In a letter dated 
1734 he reported to his wife that “I have sent your Gown & bespoke your Gloves & ordered an Alterations in Mollys cap 
& as You don’t like the Chocolate [I] will find out a new Chap” (ESRO, SAY 1641, 9 Feb. 1734). As he noticed that the 
chocolate powder he previously purchased did not suit her taste, he set himself the task of procuring a new sort of it for 
her. With this promise, he could fashion himself as a committed, indulgent patriarch willing to allow his family to indulge 
in a fashionable beverage of the time. Likewise, in 1805 Mary Fuller, a Buckinghamshire mother, packed a bundle of 
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household items to send to her bachelor son who then lived alone in London. The act of packing up was more important 
than the objects themselves, since it signified her maternal devotion: “My dearest Love we miss you everywhere, … Your 
things shall go by tomorrow’s wagon – hoping this will find you well” (WAS, EHC/201, 11 Jun. 1805). Upon packing up 
the trunk, this mother would have thought that the things would improve her son’s living situation. The chest from home 
carried parental affection and helped foster familial intimacy. Collier’s and Fuller’s cases exemplified how familial love was 
manifested in words and objects. Although the word ‘love’ does not abound in letters home, its impression does. 

Sometimes, matrimonial bliss was enacted by family members’ thoughtfulness. The aristocratic Thomas Knollys 
(1727–1793), the 7th earl of Banbury, was requested by his wife to purchase a feather for her hat when he went to London 
in 1763. “I will take care to buy you a feather,” he promised. Knollys inserted this line rightly just before sealing the letter. 
Its position is noteworthy. Consider the entire paragraph:  
 

I have been put to great difficulty about linen but hope to make it out with the 
assistance of a Laundry. Mr. Broadbent I have seen I propose if possible to be at 
home the beginning of next Week. The next post I hope to inform you with greater 
certainty. Yesterday Capt: Bulkeley & self din’d at Mr. Pophams and every Evening 
we are together and I assure you make very sober absent Husbands. I will take 
care to buy you a feather. I have not had yet time to write to Burford. I beg my Duty 
to Mr Porter. Compliments to all friends and I am 

 
Your ever Affec:[tionate]  
Tho W Kno[y]llis. (HRO, 1M44/41/20, 15 Dec. 1763) 

 
The sentence sequencing is suggestive, and psychoanalysis proves useful for historians to gauge emotional states of 
people in the past – at least at the particular moment of letter-writing (Pick & Roper, 2004). As Roper (2005 : 65) shrewdly 
remarked, slips of pen, such as transposed words, crossing out, silences, and other psychically redolent matters, are 
worth considering. Knollys started the paragraph with his struggle with the issue of bad linen quality at his residence in 
London, invoking the lack of domestic comfort in contrast to the one he received at home. Then he abruptly changed the 
topic to public appointments before he returned to make the promise of buying her a feather. The pledge was made 
immediately after he involuntarily divulged his regular nights out. It could be interpreted as part of his attempt to confirm 
his image as a “very sober absent Husband”, else why resort to mentioning domestic affairs amidst the public ones? 
Being out of sight did not necessarily imply being out of mind for the wise, thoughtful, loyal patriarch. 

Going out for shopping items for family members was also an opportunity that the Georgians grasped to emphasize 
and convey their familial love towards their recipients. Both male and female shoppers were keen to underline their 
attentive shopping habits in letters home. This was, of course, not groundless. Before the emergence of general standard 
control, shopping required customers to exercise their skills to discern the commodity’s quality before making a decision 
(Walsh, 2006; Stobart & Hann, 2005; Berry, 2002). Even some calculating customers could make a slip when encountering 
fraudulent shopkeepers. As a prudent, well-versed shopper herself, the novelist Jane Austen was tricked by a wily 
haberdasher into buying a muslin veil at half a guinea, which turned out when she got it home to be “thick, dirty and 
ragged” (Berry, 2002 : 387). Moreover, it was not an easy task to find the right items upon visiting the first shop. As 
Johanna Schopenhauer (1988 : 150–52), the mother of the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, recorded in her diary when 
she visited London in 1803, “[Shopping] means going into at least twenty shops, a thousand things shown to us which 
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we do not wish to buy, in fact turning the whole shop upside down and, in the end, perhaps leaving without purchasing 
anything.” Therefore, we can discern the latent meanings of the Georgians’ allusions to their exhausting shopping 
expeditions. In 1760 Christian (Tidy) Russell (1715–1803) would have been relieved after dispatching a parcel. She wrote 
to her widower brother, Edmound Williamson (1713-75), who was the rector of Millbrook in Bedfordshire: “I hope you will 
like the worsted, ’Tis the best I can get” (BA, M10/2/124, 22 Jul. 1760 [our emphasis]). Inexperienced in the world of 
textiles, male shoppers had to be even more careful had they wished to avoid female disappointment. When Mary Collier 
asked her husband to procure a mourning gown for her in 1733, he admitted that he had to “enquire and consult what 
will be most proper” (ESRO, SAY 1626, 11 Feb. 1733). The item he finally bought was “upon Enquiry” the proper color 
(ESRO, SAY 1628, 17 Feb. 1733). Similarly, in winter 1763 Thomas Knollys had to stroll the streets of London to hunt 
for fashionable items his wife desired: 
 

I’m daily examining my Mem[oran]d[a]ms: and hope to execute them all. Silks are 
bought ... Gloves bespoke, Ring in hand. Buckles & Ear rings near done. I wish I 
knew what trimmings you would have, whether white, blue, or mixt with both. If I 
don’t hear, I believe it must be the latter. Ladies now wear Caps, and if so there will 
be no occasion for a feather. (HRO, 1M44/41/18, 10 Dec. 1763) 

 
Knollys reported the fashion trend back home to help his wife fit in with the Hampshire beau monde. As a careful and 
observant shopper, this nobleman appeared to be the role model for astute male consumers. Like the other two individuals 
presented above—Russell and Collier—Knollys proved to be an attentive husband who invariably sought to please their 
beloved. 

Perhaps it is time to reflect on the relationship between individuals and the society in which they lived. For one 
thing, to what extent did the attentive discourse in private writing mirror the influence of prescriptive literature that 
celebrated familial love? The impact of the latter on the former is only difficult to substantiate; evidence on the reception 
of texts is undoubtedly hard to secure (Vickery 1998 : 70–72). As noted earlier, the word ‘love’ seldom appeared in family 
letters concerning acquisitive activities. Besides, prescriptive literature alone could not be an omnipotent force urging 
anyone to follow its pathway. One need look no further than profligate or careless husbands and wives for proof of the 
limited power of literary ideals (Bailey, 2003 : 61-84; Phillips, 2010 : 149–178). Therefore, it would be wise to read the 
attentive discourse in private letters together with the attentive behavior as source materials that conduct-book writers 
observed and, subsequently, used to register their protestations of loving family in their works. Also, one might wonder 
whether men, like Collier and Knollys, clothed and fed their families to protect their masculine status as paterfamilias 
instead of doing it because of their genuine familial love. Such would be too cynical an interpretation, even though we 
must acknowledge the eighteenth-century law of coverture, which allowed married women to separate from their husbands 
had their patriarchs failed to provide them with necessities (Finn, 1996; Phillips, 2006 : 41–47). In those circumstances, 
the patriarch’s manhood might fall under public scrutiny (Israngura Na Ayudhya, 2014 : 82; Turner, 2002 : 83–115). Yet, 
upon cursory reading of the Colliers’ and the Knollys’ correspondence, many references were made to express their 
familial intimacy throughout. The image of kind and attentive husbands was reflected in their actions and projected in their 
letters home. It was the acquisitive activities that allowed us to glimpse and gauge the familial attentiveness they regarded 
in their relationships. 

In addition, shopping was an activity that could help foster loving relationships among family members. This was 
evident when parents and children browsed shops together, as shopping en famille was not uncommon in the eighteenth 
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century. Visiting London in 1786, the German Sophie von La Roche (2018 : 261–262) recorded an adorable scene of a 
shoemaker’s shop: “[T]here was a woman buying shoes in here for herself and her small daughter; the latter was searching 
amongst the dolls’ shoes in one case for some to fit the doll she had with her.” In 1803 Johanna Schopenhauer (1988 : 
150) noticed a number of toyshops available in London “which sell nothing but things for children, at very high prices too,” 
awaiting their adorers to buy. Likewise, eighteenth-century trade cards featured husbands and wives, parents and children, 
browsing shops together (Walsh, 1995 : 165, 167; Vickery, 2006b : 204–208). Shopping en famille may have symbolized 
familial harmony. All these testified to the fact that the love of the family had been gradually materialized. Shopping formed 
a platform for family members to display their emotions. Shopping with his fifteen-year-old daughter in London in 1736, 
John Collier noticed that she “had fix’d her eyes and thoughts on a brocade.” As an indulgent father, he told his wife that 
he could “not let her be disappointed tho it’s 2 guineas more in the gown” (ESRO, SAY 1687, 10 Feb. 1737). The indulgent 
father’s heart melted when he saw his darling daughter’s entreating eyes. As Collier also regarded his clothing the family 
as part of his paternal duties, he proudly told his wife in 1738 that he ordered a long list of clothes and footwear for their 
seventeen-year-old son when he first enrolled at the university: “I have had the taylor, shoomaker [sic], etc., for Jemmy, 
in order for his equipment with everything we can think proper for Cambridge” (ESRO, SAY 1718, 17 Jun. 1738). Shopping 
en famille, especially performed by the poor, could stir sympathy from the beholder. This became a popular technique 
adopted by shoplifters to deceive unfortunate yet soft-hearted shopkeepers (Tickell, 2018 : 62–80; Hitchcock & 
Shoemaker, 2006 : 277–282). In 1790 a certain poor Mary Hudson, with her small child in tow, went to a mercer’s shop 
in Drury Lane, London, to buy some muslin for her baby. It cost three shillings a yard. She ordered the shopkeeper to 
cut off two nails of this muslin, which cost around two or three-pence. Seeing the mother and child “in a very deplorable 
situation,” the shopkeeper’s heart was filled with sorrow, and he decided to “make her a present of it.” The shoplifter got 
what she wanted (Hitchcock & Shoemaker, 2006 : 278, 282). That familial love and care were made manifest in shopping 
trips cannot be mistaken. 

To prove our argument that acquisitive activities incorporated familial love and played a key role in nourishing 
family relationships, we need look at the reactions when family members failed to send requested items back home. The 
failure often caused a gloomy temperament in the waiting recipient. Historians have too long prized the intense emotions 
in the relationship between the breadwinner and his subordinates in the Victorian pauper family. A loaf of bread might 
have cheered up the entire family; a lack thereof might have caused the depths of despair (Griffin, 2020 : 193–226; Tosh, 
1999 : 82–84). Although the Georgian middling-sorts’ lives were not as harsh as their Victorian descendants, intense 
emotions abounded in failed provision. Having forgotten to tell her eldest son to buy his brother a handkerchief in 1806, 
the Buckinghamshire Mary Fuller sniffed: “I am sorry I did not desire you to purchase a hand[kerchief] for Stratton as he 
will think I have forgotten him” (WAS, EHC/201, 8 Mar. 1806). A month later, when her eldest son forgot to secure a copy 
of Ovid for his youngest brother, the bookworm child was “in the disappointment” (WAS, EHC/201, 20 Apr. 1806). 
Shopping—even for trifling things—proved emotionally significant to both the provider and the recipient. 

Consumer goods, once purchased and used in daily life, became objects that emotionally linked family members 
together. Interactions with everyday things sustained the relationships and enabled intimacy, no matter how trivial they 
appear to us now. Take cleanliness as an example. The Georgians esteemed cleanliness a virtue of character. Conduct-
book writers advised parents to take care of the youth’s dress, so that they “be decently cloath’d, neat and clean” (Anon., 
1730 : 13). Speckless shirts, gowns, and linens of a child reflected the quality of his parents. Upon strolling the streets of 
London from Charing Cross along the Strand to St Paul’s and the Royal Exchange in 1782, the German Carl Philip Moritz 
(1965 : 33–34) couldn’t help noticing that “many people from the highest to the lowest class neatly and cleanly dressed.” 
“[H]ardly a beggar can be espied who doesn’t wear a clean shirt under his tatters,” he added. Thus, children away from 
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home were constantly admonished by their parents to observe their sordid clothes. When John Collier visited his about 
twelve-year-old sons studying at Westminster school in London in 1732, he told “the boys about their shirts airing.” “Jacky 
[his eldest son] sayes they always air them but doe it themselves,” the boy boasted (ESRO, SAY 1598, 21 Nov. 1732). 
Paternal advice was surely a testimony of his attentive care. Similarly, the doting mother, Mary Fuller, tirelessly urged her 
bachelor son living alone in London to send his ragged garments home for laundering: “You did not send your flannel 
waistcoat last week [& I] think you are wearing it too long; remember my hint about having it air’d” (WAS, EHC/201, 26 
Apr. 1806). “[S]end all your dirty clothes down & not leave any behind in your drawers” is a leitmotif of Fuller’s letters to 
her son (WAS, EHC/201, 26 Apr. 1806). With no mother and sister on hand to take care of their attire, the wardrobe of 
young schoolboys and bachelors would have been ramshackle (Vickery, 2009 : 63–64, 81–82, 120–22). No matter how 
mundane doing laundry may appear, it was a terrain that Georgian parents used to demonstrate their love and care for 
their devoted children.  

Mundane objects themselves could also become emotive expressions of parental affection. Parental love was, of 
course, manifested in taking care of their children’s welfare. Prescriptive literature advised parents to be constantly 
watchful of their children to prevent them from external injuries (Braidwood, 1792 : 53). As sources indicate, family 
members expressed deep anxiety over one another’s illness and welfare. Just as Dr. Johnson believed that “there is an 
instinctive natural affection in parents towards their children” (Boswell, 2008 : 422), so the paternal instinct in John Collier 
would have sparked, when he saw his little boy walking from Westminster school to his lodging at Johnson’s Court in 
London in the late autumn 1734 “without hardly any sole to one of his shooes & to be sure look cold & might hasten on 
his feaver [sic] which was a pretty high one.” The worried father thus ordered “3 pair[s] of strong shooes to come home 
tomorrow.” “[I] shall take all the possible care to prevent a relapse,” he promised his wife (ESRO, SAY 1654, 31 Oct. 
1734). Note that he bought not only new shoes for his son, but also those of “strong” ones! He ensured the clogs stayed 
firm (McCormack, 2025 : 41, 45–51). If this was not proof of his constantly safeguarding his family, what else could it be? 
Similarly, in winter 1806 Mrs. Fuller “was quite vex[e]d” that her bachelor son did not have enough proper shoes in his 
London apartment suitable for the weather. “[I] am fearful you get that uncomfortable feeling in your head from getting 
damp feet,” she alerted him. She instructed him to “have socks to put on with your boots which are so thin” (WAS, 
EHC/201, 19 Jan. 1806). In these two families’ narratives, objects were a medium that parents used to communicate their 
love and care for their children. Regardless of how trivial and mundane the interactions with everyday things may sound, 
they served as a channel for nourishing and strengthening familial relationships. The Georgian parents were apt to recount 
them in their letters home to underline their parental qualities. 

Universal but less examined, objects could also act as powerful triggers for memories and remembrances, latent 
since Adam’s apple signaled the Fall. Everyday items reminded family members of their shared everyday life. One might 
be familiar with sentimentalism, which was the product of the cult of sensibility in the later eighteenth century (Barker-
Benfield, 1996; Mullan, 1990). Part of it was the animation of objects. “Every object touched by the loved being’s body 
becomes part of that body, and the subject eagerly attaches himself to it,” Barthes (1978 : 173) remarked. Yet we need 
not wait for the cult of sensibility to run its course to appreciate the power that objects emanate. Expressions of grief and 
bereavement following the death of children were particularly intense. After his son Jacky died of smallpox at the age of 
twelve in 1733, John Collier came to Westminster school to pack up his personal belongings. Having come back to his 
lodging, he forced himself to pen a line to his wife, expressing his grief in mournful language: “I saw the room he is to lye 
in … [it] revive[d] my losse and [brought] to my remembrance the dear child, that I can hardly bear it, his name is engraven 
on my heart in letters of blood, never to be effaced” (ESRO, SAY 1627, 13 Feb. 1733). Although Collier did not name the 
items that tug at his heart strings, only someone with a heart of stone could deny that upon entering “the room” Jackey 
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“[used] to lye in” and holding his personal belongings in his arms, the bereaved father was on the verge of tears. In 
January 1805 Mary Fuller expressed her loneliness in a letter to her eldest son: “[W]e miss’d you my dearest Love as we 
always do. I felt the loss of your not sitting by me after dinner & when I went through you room at night, how dismal did 
your bed look, unprepared to receive you” (WAS, EHC/201, 20 Jan. 1805). And, again when she was left alone at home 
in November 1805, she lamented: “[T]he bedrooms with Strattons bed turn’d up to the side very gloomy, the next even[in]g 
I went through the rooms … the bed was not made up for my dear John” (WAS, EHC/201, 6 Nov. 1805). The unprepared, 
turned-up beds reminded her of the gruesome fact that her darling sons would not return home soon. The loneliness 
persisted, and she had to endure it. Beds, linens, shirts, stockings, shoes, and every single piece of mundane objects 
might have worn out, but they could stir a far wider range of powerful emotions than we have been apt to think. 
 
Gift-Giving and the Embodiment of Love and Care 

Gifts and gift-giving have gradually received attention from early modern historians, who draw inspiration from a 
burst of innovative discussion among anthropologists. While Mauss (1969) argued for the reciprocal obligations of gift-
giving that build social solidarity and cohesion, Kopytoff (1986) called for more nuanced studies of the biographies and 
circulation process of the gifts that render them powerfully meaningful. The late Davis (2000) examined the social and 
cultural meanings of gift exchange in sixteenth-century France. She brilliantly showed that giving and receiving gifts were 
complex social affairs. A variety of cultural meanings abounded in the gift exchange. Gifts were sometimes part of pious 
charity, sometimes obligations, sometimes bribes. Following Davis’ seminal work, Heal (2008) surveyed the political 
circumstances (local patronage, power relationships, and display of deference, etc.) that turned household foodstuffs into 
gifts used to secure political objectives among aristocratic families in seventeenth-century England. Unfortunately, the role 
of gifts and gift-giving in the eighteenth century has been remarkably understudied, let alone their emotional impact on 
familial relationships. Exceptions are rare. While Ben-Amos (2000; 2008) articulates that parent-child nexus was sustained 
less by altruism but by reciprocal interactions and informal support, Finn (2000; 2006) emphasizes the role of gift exchange 
played by Georgian male and female consumers in building commercial credit, expanding communal networks, and 
making polyvalent forces that linked the entire family together. Given the scope of the present article, we will look at gift-
giving and its meanings as situated in familial relationships, hoping to shed light on the bigger idea—the familial love. 

What were gifts and gift-giving in the eighteenth century? In Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary (1755), the word ‘gift’ referred 
to “[a] thing given or bestowed; something conferred without price,” “[t]he act of giving,” “[a] bribe,” and “[p]ower; faculty”. 
The last two definitions apart, the word did not necessarily denote a thing received on special occasions or for specific 
purposes. Still, gift-giving entailed the importance of the act itself, as implied in the connotations of bestowing and 
conferring. The word ‘present’ represented “[a] gift; a donative; something ceremoniously given [our emphasis].” According 
to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the word ‘gift’ has been registered as “[s]omething of value proceeding from a 
specified source” since around the 1790s. It can be surmised that in the eighteenth century, gifts encompassed a broader 
spectrum of things given than that of presents, which were limited to specific events or purposes. In this article, gifts are 
understood as any objects voluntarily given or exchanged among family members for personal use in daily life, and 
simultaneously presupposed the importance of the act itself. As it will emerge, objects involved were not necessarily 
luxurious, priceless or exotic; they were decent, rather mundane. In letters home, we often find the following items as 
gifts: flannels, silk, linens, gowns, night gowns, waistcoats, breeches, handkerchiefs, books, wine, fish and oysters. 
Perhaps as mundane as these gifts appear, gift-giving has long been understudied by eighteenth-century historians. It is 
reminded here that no object was intrinsically gift-ascribed; it was the act of giving that transformed it into a gift. Therefore, 
the significance of familial gift-giving was, we argue, expressed in the act rather than the object itself. 
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Gifts and gift-giving gained a significant meaning in the eighteenth century. Prior to that, gifts could sometimes 
raise the recipient’s quizzical eyebrow. Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466–1536) warned of the danger of gifts, providing his 
audience with examples such as “the gifts of enemies are no gifts,” “even the gods are won over by gifts,” and “in gifts it 
is the spirit that matters.” While anxiety was a recurrent theme about gifts and gift-giving in prescriptive literature, the 
focus was on managing the issue shrewdly rather than denying it (Heal, 2008 : 46). With the advent of the Protestant 
Reformation did the culture of giving obtain a new cultural meaning, as it obliterated the medieval theology of reciprocal 
interactions between good works (or Luther’s ‘theology of glory’) and salvation. Protestantism celebrated the value of 
giving and love among men in this world, which reinforced the impulse to give (Ben-Amos, 2000 : 299–300). Furthermore, 
giving became a yardstick of benevolence thanks to the culture of politeness in the eighteenth century, which was 
developed to harmonize the social disparities and required the individual’s complaisance, civility, decorum, integrity, 
sociability and good-breeding (Klein, 1994; Brewer, 1997). Thus, gifting with the hope of advantage was despicable. “[I]t 
is a Mean, and Dishonourable thing, to Give, for any other End, than for a Giving-sake. He that Gives for Gain, Profit, or 
any By-End, destroyes the very Intent of Bounty,” so believed L’Estrange (1679 : 77–78). By 1700 gifts and gift-giving 
had been recognized as a social glue that harmonized disparate groups (Andrew, 2004). Given the sheer significance of 
giving in Protestantism and Georgian polite culture, it is fair to investigate its role in the family life, on which we shall 
embark now. 

Unlike the informal support thesis (Ben-Amos, 2008 : 9–13, 17–44), the information gifts and gifting primarily 
conveyed in the context of eighteenth-century family life was loving care. Ben-Amos observed that by the early eighteenth 
century, the cult of sensibility, with its register of a new language of sentiments, had magnified the notion of sacrificial 
devotion that sustained familial obligations and relationships. However, as discussed earlier, a literary ideal might inspire 
the reader to refine their manners accordingly, but it could not be the exclusive force responsible for it. Letters home allow 
us to gauge how far the language of selfless devotion might influence the notion of familial love in lived experiences. In 
our samples, this is particularly evident when family members lost contact with one another or were away from home, as 
one party’s prolonged silence would disturb the other’s peace of mind. Having not heard from her widower brother 
Edmound for a while in 1760, Tidy’s patience had run out. Consequently, she sent him fresh oysters, hoping to hear back 
about his news: “If this [letter] won’t open your mouth, nor set your fingers to work, will a barrel of oysters do it?” she 
poked fun at her lukewarm brother (BA, M10/2/121, 11 Mar. 1760). Such an expression was not a testimony of 
sentimentalism. Familial affection may not need any linguistic repertoire to run its course, although a bit of flowery style 
may spice up the tone. In 1794 amidst his military campaign in Ghent during the French Revolutionary Wars, the young 
nobleman William Knollys eagerly informed his mother of his purchase of “some very Good Lace” for her. The Flemish 
lace was not intended to be “an Invention of Gaiety”, but rather “let the World see we Yet live” (HRO, 1M44/110/79, 17 
Jan. 1794). Lady Knollys' reaction to opening the parcel and reading the letter would have been one of relief and joy, not 
so much in material terms as in knowing that her son was still alive. Both Russell’s oysters and Knollys’ lace confirm what 
anthropologists call “the spirits conveyed by the gift” (Osteen, 2002 : 3–4). One represented the sibling’s concern; the 
other signaled the filial regards. The gift and its accompanying letter brought family members together once again. 

Writing a letter may be subject to a self-conscious affectation, with the writer utilizing every possible trope available 
to project his sentiments (Israngura Na Ayudhya, 2014 : 51–58; Bound, 2002). Nevertheless, some recurrent tropes offer 
us a rarer window onto the concept of familial love. Relevant to our discussion is the mention of impulsive purchase, 
which the gift giver used to impart the information that the gift recipient was constantly on his mind and in his prayers. 
The Georgians were apt to stress an impulsive purchase, for that matter. In 1761, upon visiting a market in London, the 
Bedfordshire landowner Talbot Williamson espied a fish stall with an abundance of salmon, which prompted him to recall 
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that this sort of seafood was his widower brother’s favorite, the Bedfordshire rector Edmound. In an impulsive gesture, 
Talbot ordered “a kit of pickled salmon” to be sent to Edmound. He pointed out his buying reason: “[A]s I know you love 
[it]” (BA, M10/2/246/108, 18 Jul. 1761). It is not claimed here that Talbot fabricated his narratives. On the contrary, we do 
believe the authenticity of his story. Instead, it is argued that for the Georgians, the impromptu purchase was a symbol 
of constant love and care, or else it would not feature in many family letters. In some cases, although the desired objects 
might not be affordable, we can find remnants of them in letters home. In 1784 William Knollys visited a goldsmith shop 
in London where he saw some beautiful rings. “I wish I could have afforded to have made you a Present of one,” he 
wrote his mother (HRO, 1M44/88/7, 25 Mar. 1784). Perhaps, it was not the ring but her son’s memory of her that moved 
her. It is equally possible that he wanted her to know precisely that. Together with the narrative of impromptu purchase, 
gifts transmitted the spirits of love and care which constantly accompanied the giver’s heart and mind, even while he was 
elated on an enjoyable occasion. 

In addition, the act of sending gift baskets was vital for expressing one’s attentive affection, which was the centrality 
of familial love. As the anthropologist Douglas (1982 : 117–18) observed, “[f]ood is not feed. … [F]ood is not necessarily 
what [people] want.” Rather, it is the whole system of communication. So, what did a gift basket look like in the eighteenth 
century? In the eighteenth century, there was no cultural etiquette for the gift basket to anticipate or follow the recipient’s 
special celebrations or illnesses. There are endless examples of gift baskets exchanged among the Georgians. However, 
foodstuffs usually filled the baskets, just like today bespoke (or prefabricated) get-well-soon ones, in which those regarded 
as something special or treats were chosen out. Sturgeons, salmon, herrings, oysters, venison, wine, brandy, tea, coffee, 
chocolate and spaw water were the Georgians’ favorites. Let us now look at a basket with its accompanying letter, and 
gauge what it unveils about the essence of familial love. In 1761 Talbot Williamson dispatched his newly re-wedded 
brother Edmound “a hamper with a few whitings [sic], a few herrings, a couple of flounders, and some oysters. May they 
prove fit for eating!” He did not fail to add: “[B]ut be sure to give the oysters plenty of salt and water in case they appear 
flat and deadish; it will recover them” (BA, M10/2/246/113, 20 Oct. 1761). “[I]n using the oysters reject the beards,” he 
instructed plainly on another occasion (BA, M10/2/246/111, 1 Sep. 1761). The brief culinary notes suggested the brother’s 
caring concern. Consider one more basket. Perhaps we are so close to what Douglas urged scholars to discover. In 1806 
William Knollys “made up a little Basket” with “a Barrel of Oyster[s]” for his sister Amelia. He noted, “the Basket will be in 
Winchester on Monday Morning … with my best love to You” (HRO, 1M44/121/8, 5 Apr. 1806). It was not the contents 
of the basket, but the affectionate, caring spirits that counted. It is noteworthy that while sturgeon ranked above salmon 
and oysters, it was oysters that abounded in the culture of Georgian gift baskets (Thirsk, 2006 : 189). As Holloway (2024 : 
130–132) has recently demonstrated, oysters were particularly popular because of their twofold properties: the aphrodisiac 
and the strength-restoring. No wonder, eighteenth-century male lovers constantly sent oysters to their sweethearts. 
Perhaps it was for this reason that our Talbot Williamson kept sending oysters to his forty-seven-year-old brother Edmound 
in 1761 and 1762, as the latter had recently re-married to a nineteen-year-old woman after three years of being alone in 
the cold matrimonial bed. Whatever it was, love and care, affection and attention were palpable in both the gift baskets 
and the accompanying letters. 

It is to be noted that the Georgians not only sent foodstuffs as symbols of familial love and caring, but also 
consumer goods available in the ever-expanding consumer market. As new technologies of craftsmanship and factory 
systems brought new commodities to life, middling-sort men and women—not to mention their elite counterparts—
welcomed fashionable goods to their gifting repertoires, although they did not abandon traditional ones. As the studies of 
Heal (2008) and Whyman (1999 : 14–37) showed, foods, especially those for the feast, such as venison, capons, apples, 
were preferred as gifting dietary by elite men and women in the seventeenth century to underline their local patronage 
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and power. Thus, we learn from the famous diarist Samuel Pepys (2003 : 65) in 1660 that he gifted his mother a selection 
of venison meat served as part of a lavish dinner that highlighted his social status. However, we find a broader array of 
gifted items available in the following century: fashionable textiles, chinaware, toys and trinkets, not to mention foodstuffs, 
as we have seen above (Styles, 1993; Finn, 2006: Jackson, 2025 : 51–63). Whatever the gift was, the gift-giving revealed 
the affective use of material goods among family members. Before he left London and returned to Hastings, the thoughtful 
John Collier bought his little daughters “three clogs and to be all alike for the ages of 12, 10 & 5” (ESRO, SAY 1576, 20 
Nov. 1731). Perhaps no other instance in our sample collections outshines the one that follows in its sweetness. While 
attending the boarding school, the ten-year-old Jacky Collier penned a line in 1731: “Dearest Mama … I Desire You to 
send me Hennet’s Roman Antiquities and Erasmus’ Colloquies [the rest of the letter is unfortunately torn out]”. In contrast 
to his bookworm brother, the nine-year-old boy Jemmy added a naughty postscript with his childish handwriting to tease 
his father: “I desire to you to buy me a Watch and desire you to let my Papa read this and See whether he will laugh at 
this” (ESRO, SAY 1554, 29 Jan. 1731). As watches became fashionable in the eighteenth century, the boy knew what 
he wanted (Styles, 2007 : 97–107). Indeed, the Collier boys were gifted watches a year later in November 1732 when 
they became students at Westminster school in London, and this was only one month before the diligent Jacky was killed 
by smallpox (ESRO, SAY 1601, 28 Nov. 1732). The gift may construct a hedonistic, or even egocentric, individual, as 
some commentators argued (Campbell, 1987), and gift-giving might have made an indulgent parent. Be that as it may, 
gifts were usually of intrinsic value and could be offered in a gesture of familial fondness and affection, and the newly 
manufactured goods served emotional ends that linked family members together. 

Finally, eighteenth-century middling-sort and elite men and women, like us today, looked forward to receiving gifts 
on special occasions. Family birthdays, weddings, Christmas, and New Year’s provided more possibilities for celebrations 
and gift exchanges within the family than other events. Let us take family birthday celebrations as example, since the rest 
had been ascribed with familial activities only by the mid-nineteenth century (Tosh, 1999 : 82–83). Although family birthday 
celebrations did not originate or become popular in the eighteenth century, they were not uncommon. Children eagerly 
awaited gifts on birthdays as early as the Renaissance (Rublack, 2010 : 19–21). Writing to his wife from London in 
February 1733, John Collier informed her that he had prepared a “straw hatt” for their son Jemmy for his twelfth birthday 
(ESRO, SAY 1629, 20 Feb. 1733). Four years later the teenage Jemmy specifically requested “a paduswoy wa[i]stcoat 
with silver lace” for his sixteenth birthday, reflecting his fashion consciousness. And the indulgent father consented to it 
(ESRO, SAY 1702, 24 May 1737). Although no specific birthday gifts were mentioned in letters, family birthdays also 
proved to be special occasions for showing familial fondness to one another. Reaching the legal age of majority on her 
twenty-first birthday, her uncle William Cranston and her father John Collier hosted an elaborate party for her. Collier 
described the event to his wife in 1743: 
 

I assure you that Dely’s birthday has not been forgot. I invited the two Mr Greens 
and Mrs Nouns. … a very good turbet [sic] with lobster sauce, a chine of mutton 
and salad, and a marrow pudding, sweet meats, etc. And my brother Cranston to 
shew honour to the occasion, for the first time used his silver handle knives and 
forks, etc., and we drank to the day, yours and all the children’s healths, and were 
very cheerfully merry. (ESRO, SAY 1808, 12 May 1743) 

 
By the mid-eighteenth century, birthday parties had evolved into social and familial affairs, complete with haute cuisine 
and expensive tableware. Attendees were urged to drink to wish the birthday girl and her family health, happiness, and 
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success (WAS, EHC/201, 15 Feb. 1806). The emotional value of family birthdays was embodied in the family’s inclination 
to make the event as impressive as their circumstances allowed. In this vein, birthday celebrations, with or without gifts, 
were important for nourishing familial intimacy. For proof of their emotional value, one need to look no further than the 
complaints about forgetting a family member’s birthday. When John Fuller did not return home to join his brother’s birthday 
party in August 1805, his mother reproached him for his absence. “I cannot but think it has the appearance of want of 
affection to your parents & an indifference to your old home,” she bewailed (WAS, EHC/201, 13 Aug. 1805). Although we 
shall not know the reason of John Fuller’s not returning home because his letters do not survive, we cannot deny the 
emotional value of birthday celebrations, at least for the middling-sort and elite families. Together, the party, the gifts and 
gift-giving became the material expressions of the family’s affective relationships. As Adam Smith envisaged, “inanimated 
objects” could be “the causes of great, or frequent pleasure to us.” “[W]e conceives something like a real love and affection 
for them” (Smith, 2002 : 110–11). The valorization of family relationships and sentimentalization of objects contributed to 
the embodiment of familial love and care in gifts, gift-giving, and family celebrations. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 

This article has shown the extensive engagement of middling-sort and elite men and women with domesticity in 
the Georgian period. A body of excellent research has confirmed the invalidity of the theory of separate spheres ascribing 
women to the moral, domestic sphere and men to the amoral, business-oriented public arena (Vickery, 1993; Gordon & 
Nair, 2003). Some scholars have revealed the masculine role in housekeeping (Harvey, 2012); others have highlighted 
the centrality of home in the masculine sense of self-esteem (Bailey, 2012; Tosh, 1999). Georgian and Victorian men are 
no longer absent from hearth and home in historiography. In this regard, this article largely concurs with their arguments, 
showing how much Georgian middling-sort and elite men were active in procuring goods for their family members. 
However, the article’s main objectives are to search for the meanings and characteristics of familial love and the role of 
acquisitive activities in fostering familial intimacy. Although research has hitherto asserted the existence of love in family 
life, we do not know concretely what familial love meant to the middling-sort and elite Georgians. Precisely that is the 
contribution that this article has endeavored to make. 

This article has placed Georgian middling-sort and elite men and women back to their family relationships, and 
explored the meanings of familial love as embedded in the acquisition of goods and gift-giving in everyday life. Unlike 
previous research, it has given due weight to the actions, rather than the objects. This article has argued that mundane 
activities are worth considering. As anthropologists have shown, foodstuffs and mundane objects are not for simple 
consumption. They give us meanings for communicating our attitudes, values, and emotions. Looking at how the 
Georgians provided their family members with mundane objects, we cannot deny that feeding, clothing and giving gifts 
were conducted with affective emotions. Shopping for and with family proved to be significant moments for fostering family 
bonds. Likewise, gift-giving played a more active role in expressing familial concern, love, and care, rather than an 
expression of a rational, informal support system, awaiting reciprocal exchanges in the gift-giving game. Action, not object, 
was important to fathoming what familial love was. It was precisely the relationships between goods, goods acquisition, 
and the quality of attentiveness that nurtured the familial relationships and enabled the intimacy behind the closed doors 
of Georgian homes. 

What was, after all, familial love? This article has argued that familial love was a notion that entailed attentiveness, 
caring, and devotion. In short, love meant attentiveness. As we have seen, family members were attentive to one another, 
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and they were keen to ascribe their kind attention in letters home. Failure thereof proved critical and was subject to familial 
scrutiny. In his Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith suggested the hierarchy of emotional attachments in human life: 

 
[E]very man is certainly … abler to take care of himself than of any other person. 
… After himself, the members of his own family, … his parents, his children, his 
brothers and sisters, are naturally the objects of his warmest affections. … his 
sympathy with them is more precise and determinate, than it can be with the greater 
part of other people. It approaches nearer, in short, to what he feels for himself. 
(Smith, 2002 : 256–257) 

 
Indeed, the importance of family bonds was not only underlined but also naturalized and inscribed in his readers’ moral 
sentiments. It was the duty of man to have sympathy with “the objects of his warmest affections,” that is, his family 
members. The key that unlocked the black box of familial love was the reading of acquisitive activities recounted in family 
letters. Only then can we understand what love meant to them. Shopping for and gifting the family might have made 
family members merry, but such mundane activities could have a far wider impact on the individual’s familial relationships 
than we have allowed ourselves to fathom. 
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