


 
 

I 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Atlas | 2018 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

II 
 

Letter from the Editors-in-Chief 
 
Dear Reader, 
 

This was a year of records and firsts for The Atlas. For the first time ever, we opened 
submissions to universities from across Canada. We are very proud to be able to publish the 
work of students from outside the University of British Columbia for the very first time. We 
hope this is the start of a rich tradition of academic exchange with partner universities from 
across the country. This year, we also received a record number of submissions of very high 
quality, making our selection process especially difficult. Our editorial board worked tirelessly to 
select and edit papers. Many hours have been spent refining the six papers which follow.  
 

This year also saw The Atlas receive external sponsorship for the first ever time. We are 
extremely thankful to the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia for supporting 
undergraduate research.  
 

We are also very grateful to our faculty reviewers who sent us thoughtful and helpful 
assessments of our shortlisted papers. Furthermore, we would like to thank all of those who 
submitted to The Atlas. There were many outstanding papers this year, and we would like to 
recognize the hard work and passion that went into researching these papers. Finally, we would 
like to thank the authors published in this year’s edition. We are very proud to be able to provide 
a platform for high-quality, original research by some of Canada’s brightest undergraduate 
students.  
 

We hope you enjoy reading this year’s edition as much as we enjoyed putting it together. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Peter Bennett-Koufie and Rebecca Silver 
Editors-In-Chief 
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breaches of Indigenous sovereignty. When she’s not hard at work on her thesis or reading about 
global politics, she can be found daydreaming about her next travels and trying to brush up on 
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Imperial Luxury “On the Edge of Empire”: Performing Anglicized Identity in Colonial 

Victoria’s Empress Hotel1 
Thea Bridger Denz 

 
 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the colonial settlement of Victoria was no longer a 

frontier fort, isolated on Vancouver Island from the North American continent and the rest of the 

British Empire. Instead, following the Cariboo Gold Rush in the 1860s, there was a push, 

particularly by certain sections of the local business class, to create a new civic identity for the 

growing settlement that reconstituted Victoria as an undeniably Anglo-Saxon urban centre and 

provincial capital – one that was also an ideal tourist destination.2  This re-imagination of the 

recently incorporated city required the creation of emblems and practices of imperial luxury that 

would identify the city and its residents and visitors not only with sophistication but also with 

empire.  The capstone of this imperial rebranding of Victoria was nothing other than the 

appropriately named Empress Hotel, presiding over the city’s Inner Harbour. 

Completed in 1908, the Empress Hotel is still the primary symbol of Victoria’s reputation 

as being “more English than the English” – a phrase often touted by tourist literature boasting of 

the city’s supposedly British qualities of respectability, propriety, and charm.3  Local tourism 

campaigns feature the hotel, highlighting its colonial British trappings as the source of its charm. 

High tea at the Empress, its (now removed) ivy-covered exterior, and its past as a Canadian 

                                                
1 The title of this essay borrows the phrase “on the edge of empire” from Adele Perry’s On the 

Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 1849–1871. 
2 Penelope Edmonds, Urbanizing Frontiers: Indigenous Peoples and Settlers in 19th-century 

Pacific Rim Cities (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 203.  
3 Godfrey Holloway, The Empress of Victoria (Victoria: Empress Publications, 1976), 8; Terry 

Reksten, More English Than the English: A Very Social History of Victoria (Victoria: Orca Book 
Publishers, 1986), ix; Edmonds, Urbanizing Frontiers: Indigenous Peoples and Settlers in 19th-century 
Pacific Rim Cities, 189. 
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Pacific Railway hotel are all invoked in publicity campaigns as what gives the building its 

unique character, transforming it from a “commercial enterprise” into “a civic development.”4 

This article reconsiders the Empress Hotel as the focal point of, and the force behind, the 

collective construction of a distinct imperial identity for the city of Victoria, an identity that 

promoted an aspirational vision of imperial luxury for residents and tourists alike.  Many popular 

histories have been written about the Empress, uncritically reiterating and entrenching its status 

as the lynchpin of Victoria’s character.  These histories, along with other mediums, have been 

employed to first create and then reinforce the city’s unique imperial character. However, a 

return to a well-worn subject is warranted to deconstruct the imperial identity/identities centered 

on the Empress and to re-examine the mythos surrounding the iconic hotel.  After placing the 

Empress within the historical urban development of Victoria, a re-creation of several of the 

Hotel’s celebrated pastimes, namely the Afternoon High Tea, Bengal Room, and Yuletide 

Festival, will chart how the building served as the stage for ritualized performances of a distinct 

imperial identity choreographed to redefine the city of Victoria as an Anglicized wilderness 

outpost on the edge of the British empire. 

Placing the Empress  

The history of the city of Victoria dates back to the 1843 founding of Fort Victoria, built 

by the Hudson’s Bay Company at the southern tip of Vancouver Island near the current site of 

the Empress Hotel. The main industry was the fur trade and the fort eventually became Company 

headquarters in British Columbia.5 Settlements sprung up around the trading post, and during the 

Cariboo gold rush, Victoria was an important stop on the journey to the gold fields. The 

economic benefits of the boom led to the incorporation of the town as the City of Victoria in 

                                                
4 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 2. 
5	Reksten, More English Than the English: A Very Social History of Victoria , 2-3. 
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1862. It was the seat of the colonial legislature of the Colony of Vancouver Island, soon 

becoming the capital of the province of British Columbia.6  

 As Victoria grew over the years, civic leaders searched for ways to improve the city and 

to rebrand it as an attractive destination for white settlers and tourists.  Central to this effort was 

Herbert Cuthbert, a leader of the local Tourist Association, who travelled to other cities around 

North America to see what improvements could be brought back and implemented in Victoria. 

After a trip to Pasadena, California, Cuthbert felt that they should imitate the American city “by 

boulevarding [Victoria’s streets], throwing down its fences, and laying broad cement sidewalk, 

bordered with velvety emerald greensward.”7  Cuthbert also championed an idea to convince the 

Canadian Pacific Railways to construct a luxury hotel to complement the other hotels already in 

the city, such as the “good-quality” Driard.8  The CPR agreed to do so on two conditions: the 

land would be gifted to the company for free with a tax exemption status lasting fifteen years; 

and the hotel’s water would also be free.  Cuthbert’s deal paid off, as Victoria benefited greatly 

when the CPR followed the hotel deal by further developing the E&N Railway, extending it from 

Victoria up island to Courtenay, and designating Victoria as the home port of their Pacific fleet 

of cruise ships.9 

 For the site of the future luxury hotel, civic leaders settled on the area that would become 

known as the Inner Harbour, currently the location of both the British Columbia Parliament 

Buildings and the Empress Hotel. This region had long been inhabited by the Lekwungen people 

as well as other Indigenous groups, who would be pushed out as new white settlers moved into 

                                                
6	Edmonds, Urbanizing Frontiers: Indigenous Peoples and Settlers in 19th-century Pacific Rim 

Cities, 203. 
7 Michael Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 1890-1970 

(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 33; Daily Colonist, 7 May 1904, 3. 
8 Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 32; Holloway, The 

Empress of Victoria, 7. 
9 Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 32. 



 
 

12 
 

the area.10  Much of the area was tidal mud flats, requiring a bridge to connect the James Bay 

neighbourhood to the European settlements in the rest of the city. These mud flats quickly 

became dumping grounds for the city’s rubbish and had been viewed as a civic problem until 

1901, when residents voted to have acres of tidal ecosystem filled in, making the land a viable 

building site.11  Wooden pilings sunk into the flats would allow construction of the hotel to 

commence, but there were still doubts as to whether or not they would hold or if they eventually 

would be engulfed by mud, along with any structure erected on top of them. Still, prominent 

civic leaders saw tourism as the future of Victoria and were willing to centre this significant 

project around a seemingly unsuitable site, even if it meant forcibly removing indigenous 

inhabitants.   

 

                                                
10 Edmonds, Urbanizing Frontiers: Indigenous Peoples and Settlers in 19th-century Pacific Rim 

Cities, 27. The Lekwungen are also known as Songhees, and members of the Songhees First Nation still 
reside in the Greater Victoria Area.  

11 Terry Reksten, More English Than the English: A Very Social History of Victoria, 144.  
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Fig. 1. E.S. Glover, Bird's-eye View of Victoria, British Columbia. 1878, Lithograph with light greyish 
yellowish-brown tint-stone and w.c. on wove paper 539 x 823 mm. Toronto Public Library, Toronto. From: 
Toronto Public Library, www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/detail.jsp?R=DC-JRR25 (accessed August 29, 2017).  
Note the bridge and tidal mud flats that would become the site for the Empress Hotel. 

 

Performing Rituals of Imperial Identity 

Once construction finished and the hotel opened to the public in 1908, the Château Style 

architecture and decor of the Empress provided a fitting backdrop for a number of ritualized 

pastimes. These pastimes nurtured a distinct identity and culture of Victoria as a place to 

experience all the luxuries of empire and the excitement of the colonial wilderness from 

comfortably Anglicized lodgings. The CPR promoted its hotels, cruises and passenger trains as 

luxury and cultural experiences, advertising unique regional identities as well as a more general 

British Canadian character. A twentieth century promotional pamphlet describes the company as 

“international in activities” but that it “is pre-eminently the expression of a progressive nation’s 
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character.” Declaring itself “[a] Canadian Institution” since its founding in 1880, the company 

worked to develop a persona for the Empress that complemented its other Canadian hotels.12 The 

image of Victoria as “[a] corner of England on the Pacific Coast” was repeated through their 

advertising materials.13 Therefore, it is difficult to untangle whether the Empress became 

understood as a social hub and landmark due to actuality or if the idea was simply repeated so 

often that it became possible to conflate the two so closely that saying “[t]he Empress Hotel is 

Victoria” and “Victoria is the Empress Hotel” was accepted as fact.14 Certainly, the claim has 

been echoed so many times that it must be believed that some of Victoria’s residents agreed the 

character set for the hotel was seen as a reflection of the city, and that it was solidly British. 

Victoria had “an air of Old England,” as one tourist pamphlet from 1937 declared, and the 

Empress was its crown jewel.15   

Central to its status as a bastion of empire in the city was the Empress’s celebrated 

pastimes and public events held throughout the year.  The most striking of these was Afternoon 

Tea, which remains to be one of the most popular reasons to visit the Empress in the present 

day.16 If the Empress was a place to playact an imitation of an imagined British upper-class 

lifestyle, then Afternoon Tea was the climax of the performance. Rather than being simply a 

                                                
12 Canadian Pacific: An Expression of a Nation’s Character, illustrated pamphlet, n.d., Box 197 

File 11, Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, Canada. 

13 Old English Yuletide Festival, illustrated pamphlet, 1928, Box 196 File 4, Chung Collection, 
University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 

14 Canadian Pacific Hotels from Sea to Sea, illustrated pamphlet, n.d., Box 196 File 8, Chung 
Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, 
Canada; Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 1.  

15 Canadian Pacific Hotels from Coast to Coast, illustrated pamphlet, 1937, Box 196 File 10, 
Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, Canada. 

16 Empress Afternoon Tea Card, illustrated card, n.d., Box 196 File 10, Chung Collection, 
University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 
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meal, the affair was represented as a ritual.17 While such dishes as boiled turkey and beef tongue, 

served at dinner or lunch, were undoubtedly meant to appeal to palates accustomed to British 

cooking, crumpets and scones with Devon clotted cream epitomized English gentility.18 

Afternoon Tea has been served in the lobby of the hotel, renamed the Tea Lobby after the Royal 

Restoration of 1989 for most of its existence. A visitor to the current iteration of the room would 

see portraits of King George V and Queen Mary hanging above the two fireplaces, overlooking 

patrons seated on upholstered or leather chairs around mahogany tables, or enjoying the pleasant 

weather on the verandah during the high season.  Drinking tea poured by “Highly competent tea 

server[s]” into Royal China teacups designed with a pattern used at the Empress since the Royal 

visit in 1939, visitors would nibble on finger sandwiches, cream puffs, and tarts served on three-

tiered cake stands.19 While the current dress standard is only what is referred to as smart casual, 

in earlier years, it was understood that tea takers would be wearing their best.20 

For many, the Empress denoted genteel Anglican culture, with the Afternoon Tea ritual 

allowing participants to playact an aspirational imperial identity of wealth, class, and status.  

During the 1920s to 1930s, a number of women, the widows of wealthy businessmen or colonial 

officials, resided permanently in the hotel. Known as the “Empress Dowagers,” they chose to 

remain at the Empress when the Great Depression hit and to cut corners to make ends meet 

rather than decamp to less auspicious quarters. One oft-repeated anecdote concerned one elderly 

Dowager who would order only a pot of hot water for her afternoon tea and discreetly use a tea 

bag she had brought with her in her purse. Even though she could not partake in the proper tea 

                                                
17 Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 22. 
18 Specimen typical (winter) menu, Empress Hotel, Victoria, British Columbia, dinner menu from 

the Empress Hotel., 1962, Box 196 File 9, Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library 
Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada; Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 99; 
Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 23. 

19	Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 21-26. 
20 Ibid., 30.  
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ceremony, the importance of appearances – of being in the Tea Lobby and giving the impression 

of taking part in the tradition – was something that this woman seems to have felt was deeply 

significant.21As well as playing a role in maintaining outward appearances, Afternoon Tea at the 

Empress has also been credited with affecting internal perceptions of self. In her memoir 

celebrating the ritual as a “timeless tradition,” author Muriel Moffat recounts how having 

Afternoon Tea at the Empress as a little girl “made me feel extraordinarily special.”22 Her 

childish fancies that the Empress was her own castle faded, but Moffat reiterates that the 

experience still makes her feel important even on return visits as an adult. Even in the twenty-

first century, indulging in fantasies of aristocracy grants the participants the ability to briefly 

imagine themselves as upper-class. This transcendence of socio-economic status is not just a 

chance to enjoy physical luxuries, nor to perform prestige in front of others, but also reassures a 

personal sense of worth and value.  

A second location at the Empress where visitors could playact an aspirational imperial 

identity was the Bengal Lounge.  If Afternoon Tea emphasized the connection between Victoria 

and Britain, then the Bengal Lounge – opened in the 1960s to replace the Coronet Pub – linked 

British Columbia with the other British colonies. Along with its name, the Bengal Lounge 

featured the exotic trappings of British India imported for local customers: the centrepiece of the 

décor was a tiger skin mounted on the wall and waiters wore Nehru jackets.23 An advertising 

pamphlet as late as 1994 proudly described “the colonial Bengal Lounge” as one of the “tasteful 

                                                
21 Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 24; Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 51-52. 
22 Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 4. 
23 Alexandra Gill, “After 47 years, Victoria’s landmark Bengal Lounge nearing its end,” Globe 

and Mail, Feb. 21, 2016. 
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traditions” of the Empress.24 Participating in this practice of the colonial culture of British India 

formed a triangulation between England, India, and Victoria. Patrons of the Lounge were 

connected to another imperial outpost, reachable by a steamship across the Pacific and the Bay of 

Bengal, and also to the metropole, London, from which the power to engage in displays of 

cultural dominance emanated. Just as the Tea Lobby offered a chance to put on the guise of the 

aristocracy, the Bengal Lounge was not just another dining option at the Empress but an 

experience in which one became, if only temporarily, a colonial official, a complementary 

archetype of British authority.  To be sure, this identity was also imported temporally: Indian 

independence had occurred over a decade before the Coronet was re-christened the Bengal 

Lounge, meaning the era which the lounge was meant to evoke had already ended. What the 

space reinforced was not the reality of a colonial administration but its nostalgic memory, played 

out by those who had not been actively involved. Indeed, it could be thus enshrined due to the 

very fact of its demise, for now it could be argued it should be preserved to save a piece of 

history. Bounded by the walls of the hotel, the imperialist identity could be reconstituted so one 

could travel not only to another place, but another time when the empire was at its zenith. 

 A third Empress ritual for the collective celebration of imagined imperial identity was the 

Yuletide festivities held in the early twentieth century. CPR Yuletide advertisements – often 

including a Yule log, Christmas carols and a boar’s head – painted an image of Anglo-Saxon 

decadence that set the identity for the whole city while centering civic identity and culture on the 

Empress.  Empress guests were encouraged to gather around the Yule log in the hotel, itself “the 

                                                
24	Canadian Pacific Hotels & Resorts: The Empress, Victoria, British Columbia, Pamphlet 

advertising the Empress Hotel in Victoria., 1994, Box 196 File 8, Chung Collection, University of British 
Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 
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recognized social centre of Victoria.”25 By portraying the celebrations as reflective of the holiday 

culture of the city, the commercial transaction behind being a customer could be concealed, as 

could the distinction between local residents and tourists. With the Empress recognized as a 

community hub, moreover, CPR events were portrayed as civic traditions that bound together 

and created a shared identity for all who participated in the perpetuation of Victoria’s historic 

Englishness. The Daily Colonist describes the New Year’s celebrations of 1929 as attracting “the 

largest crowd in the whole history of these merry events,” indicating that the size of these 

gatherings was important. Rather than appear as an exclusive event, large numbers of attendees 

increased the feeling of community and a shared cultural practice. The affair, however, was 

reportedly by invitation only, meaning that likely it was in reality a social gathering for the elite, 

not crossing class boundaries.26   

Notably, the Anglican identity ritualized in the Empress’s Afternoon Tea and the 

Yuletide festivities was not based in the present.  As with the Bengal Room’s décor that 

harkened back to glories of the British Raj, the imperial identity imbued in pastimes at the hotel 

was located in the past. The hotel’s very name was a reference to Queen Victoria’s status as 

Empress of India, and the building has often been described as Victorian even though its 

construction began several years after the monarch’s death.27 Rather than reflect an actual 

history, the hotel became a symbol of a reality and time that it never had truly lived through. 

Indeed, the British character of the Empress and Victoria was not aspirational in that it intended 

                                                
25 Old English Yuletide Festival, illustrated pamphlet, 1928, Box 196 File 4, Chung Collection, 

University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada; 
Canadian Pacific Hotels from Atlantic to Pacific, illustrated pamphlet, 1945, Box 196 File 10, Chung 
Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, 
Canada. 

26	Daily Colonist, 1 January 1929, 7. 
27 Muriel Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2012), 

21; Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 162. 
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to fully mold citizens and visitors into loyal subjects of the Crown; rather it allowed both 

expatriates and foreigners to put on a guise of Englishness that was pastiche and cliché, not 

authentic. Lyn Harrington, writing in 1945 for Canadian Business, praised the “English 

traditional ways and motifs,” for they had appeal to Americans who found them unfamiliar and 

somewhat exotic.28  

Similarly, an experience at the Empress was a way to transcend class boundaries. 

Numerous celebrities and aristocrats have stayed there over the century, and what names are 

highlighted depends on the listener’s interest. Beyond several visits by members of the Royal 

Family, figures such as Rudyard Kipling (surely a symbol of British colonialism himself) and 

Barbara Streisand have accommodated themselves at the Empress.29 Yet, so have “a very great 

many plain ordinary people.”30 Indeed, during the 1960s, a wing of the hotel operated as the 

Motor Lodge where those who were willing to settle for “a limited economy service” with more 

basic amenities paid a reduced fare.31 The Empress never just served the elite. Instead, a second 

class of customer could also be assured to stay at the same accommodations and to rub elbows 

with their social superiors. As in the words of one British Columbian columnist, for the middle 

class, “what counts is the style and sounds of the upper and upper-middle class.”32 

 

 

 

                                                
28 Lyn Harrington, “The Yankee Dollah!” Canadian Business (1945), quoted in Dawson, Selling 

British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 162. 
29 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 55; Moffat, Afternoon Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 30.  
30 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 50. 
31 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 68; Canadian Pacific Hotels from Coast to Coast, 

illustrated pamphlet, 1952, Box 196 File 10, Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library 
Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 

32 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 86. 
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Marketing Imperial Luxury 

While Victoria was described as having “an Old Country atmosphere,” the city was by no 

means an exact replica of England.33  Instead, its positioning on the “edge” of the British Empire 

allowed local residents and tourism officials to capitalize on Victoria’s colonial locality to set the 

city within familiar territory while at the same time marketing its uniqueness and difference from 

other outposts bordering the Pacific.34  Nowhere is this more clear than in a 1905 tourist booklet 

published by the Tourist Association of Victoria marketing the city as “An Outpost of Empire.” 

Victoria was presented as a model of Anglican gentility and civilization surrounded by the 

indigenous wilderness of British Columbia and the vastness of the Pacific Ocean. As the home 

port for CPR’s cruise ships, moreover, the city was linked to the Pacific and South Asia, and 

provided a transitional gateway between civilized Europe and the truly exotic Far East.  

On one hand, tourism officials were careful to portray the city as familiar and safe for 

tourists.  This can be seen in the way that Victoria and the Empress Hotel were portrayed 

compared to other destinations in materials advertising the Around the World Cruises available 

on ships like the Empress of Canada. The painting of the Empress on the front of a dinner and 

dance programme from May 23rd, 1924 emphasized the gardens around the hotel, pretty pink 

flowers in front of the European style hotel, with a cornet underneath the lettering. There is 

nothing to suggest that this was not somewhere in England, safely familiar.35 In comparison, a 

menu from the Repulse Bay Hotel in Hong Kong pronounced the city as “the Rivera of the Far 

                                                
33 Old English Yuletide Festival, illustrated pamphlet, 1928, Box 196 File 4, Chung Collection, 

University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 
34 Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 162. 
35 Menu and Programme from the Empress Hotel on 23 May 1924, dinner and dance menu and 

programme from the world cruise's conclusion party, 1924, Box 228 File 13, Chung Collection, 
University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 
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East” with non-European fauna decorating the background of the cover.36 It is “exotic” in an 

obvious manner that depictions and descriptions of the Empress and Victoria are not. Similarly, 

no need was felt to issue warnings for Vancouver Island equal to those printed on a handout for 

passengers on the 1924 cruise on the Empress of Canada about their stops in India and “other 

tropical countries,” which warned tourists about drinking local water or eating fruits with any 

flaws in the peels. Instead, Victoria was presented as a safe city where tourists could wander at 

will and would not have to worry about avoiding the native quarters.37 Indeed, by the twentieth 

century, most of the area’s Indigenous peoples had been relocated to reservations outside the 

city’s downtown core and they were not seen as a prominent threat to the safety or health of 

tourists.38   

On the other hand, marketers hoping to attract curious tourists extolled the many singular 

characteristics of the city, starting with the climate and landscape of Vancouver Island. Nearly all 

of the CPR’s promotional materials made mention of the mild clime and the opportunities it 

presented. 39 Hunting and riding in nearby parks were recommended tourist activities, and the 

gardens of Victoria were widely praised.40 These green spaces were much more man-made than 

                                                
36 Menu from the Repulse Bay Hotel in Hong Kong on 15 Apr. 1924, menu from the Empress of 

Canada's 1924 world cruise, 1924, Box 228 File 13, Chung Collection, University of British Columbia 
Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 
37  Suggestions to Passengers While in India and Other Tropical Countries, leaflet with information 
about how to not get sick in tropical climes, 1924, Box 228 File 13, Chung Collection, University of 
British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 

38 Edmonds, Urbanizing Frontiers: Indigenous Peoples and Settlers in 19th-century Pacific Rim 
Cities, 196. 

39	Canadian Pacific Hotels from Atlantic to Pacific, illustrated pamphlet, 1945, Box 196 File 10, 
Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, Canada; Canadian Pacific Hotels from Coast to Coast, illustrated pamphlet, 1952, Box 196 
File 10, Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, Canada; Old English Yuletide Festival, illustrated pamphlet, 1928, Box 196 File 4, Chung 
Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, 
Canada. 

40	Canadian Pacific Hotels from Atlantic to Pacific, illustrated pamphlet, 1945, Box 196 File 10, 
Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
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natural, yet the image created situated the Empress as surrounded by the organic beauty of the 

area. The presence of Europeans and European-style buildings were naturalized so that it 

appeared the land was intended to serve as their backdrop and was emblematic of British culture. 

The Yuletide pamphlet produced in 1928 claimed that since holly and ivy were abundant in 

Victoria, it was already imbued with the spirit of Christmas.41 This Christian holiday and other 

English traditions were ascribed on the landscape so it seemed that it was always meant to 

support and sustain Anglo-Saxon culture, rather than the lifestyles and practices of the 

Indigenous peoples who had resided there much longer. In fact, though the pilings supporting the 

hotel have not yet given way, the Empress has always been at odds with its environment. When 

the new wing was built in 1929, the foundation could not be joined up with the original one. 

Instead, a bridge connecting the structures had to be added.42 While such quirks have been 

explained away as giving the Empress a unique character, rather than being attuned to its 

location, the hotel’s existence required the destruction of the preceding landscape, followed by 

extensive reshaping.  

 Yet the biggest selling point of Victoria was its positioning on the edge of empire as an 

Anglicized wilderness outpost allowing residents and intrepid tourists to experience exciting 

brushes with the exotic while enjoying all the safety and comforts of home. The CPR and the 

TAV pushed an image of Victoria which significantly emphasized the idea that it was essentially 

British. However, this did not mean that other identities were never represented in any way. 

                                                                                                                                                       
Vancouver, Canada; Canadian Pacific Hotels from Coast to Coast, illustrated pamphlet, 1952, Box 196 
File 10, Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, Canada; The Empress Hotel, Victoria, British Columbia, Greets You with Charming Gardens, 
pamphlet promoting the Empress Hotel's gardens, 1940, Box 197 File 11, Chung Collection, University 
of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 

41	Old English Yuletide Festival, illustrated pamphlet, 1928, Box 196 File 4, Chung Collection, 
University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 

42	Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 11. 
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Rather, markets for commodifying marginalised cultures emerged at different points in 

Victoria’s history. During the 1940s, there was particular interest in Indigenous cultures from 

visitors from the United States, who saw them as excitingly strange. Sites like Thunderbird Park 

gave tourists opportunities to view mysterious totem poles and purchase “authentic Indian 

articles.”43 Similarly, the city’s Chinatown had originally been viewed as a place of “filth, opium 

dens and prostitution” but as Victoria’s Chinese community began to be accepted in other parts 

of the city, it became a tourist destination, somewhere to go on purpose instead of being 

avoided.44 

However, these places only began to be promoted in ways that exoticized and Othered 

these groups. “[T]he province’s Natives” were represented “as quaint and mysterious people who 

maintained a safe…distance from the modern world” and the Chinatown presented to tourists 

was filled with picturesque shops selling oddities and knick-knacks, all signs of labour, 

marginalization and poverty having been expunged.45 During the mid-twentieth century, 

Chinese, Indigenous and British cultures were all capitalized on to appeal to Americans. 

However, the commodification of the latter is not equitable with the former two as Britishness 

was historically marginalizing, not marginalized. Anglo-Saxon identity, though not always 

authentic, was still centred as the identity of Victoria, while all others were peripheral, to be used 

and discarded as convenient.  

 

 

 
                                                

43 Victoria Thunderbird Park, photograph, 1984, I-04502, Beautiful British Columbia Magazine 
Slide Albums, BC Archives, Victoria, Canada. 

44 Cole Harris, The Resettlement of British Columbia: Essays on Colonialism and Geographical 
Change (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997), 155. 

45 Dawson, Selling British Columbia: Tourism and Consumer Culture, 32.  
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Conclusion 

From the time its doors opened in 1908, Victoria’s Empress Hotel has functioned as both 

the agent and synecdoche of a collective civic to relocate the city within the British Empire and 

to marginalize the non-British and/or non-middle to upper class experiences of Victoria 

underneath the façade of a gentile, Anglicized way of life.  Advertising materials throughout the 

twentieth century have called Victoria “Canada’s Evergreen Playground,” and the adjective 

“timeless” has been often applied to the Empress.46 Victoria was recast as a fantasy land for 

tourists and European residents where the realities of labour were obscured. Luxuries could be 

indulged in and play could take place as visitors to the Empress playacted idealized versions of 

British aristocrats and colonial officials. The Empress Hotel’s place in the space and culture of 

Victoria then, is not just as a revenue maker or provider of overnight accommodations, but as a 

generator of civic identity.  

To be sure, the depiction of Victoria as an exclusively English city was an act of 

historical whitewashing, one that recalls a past that never existed while it erases the region’s 

Indigenous, pre-European history along with the plurality and syncretism that existed throughout 

the settlement’s development. Certainly, several observers of the Empress have had the self-

awareness to note that this configuration of Victoria “was colonial England done over in memory 

of an England that quite probably never really existed.”47 Yet this realisation does little to 

undercut the hyperbole that has existed around the Empress as the embodiment of “grandeur and 

                                                
46	Canadian Pacific Hotels from Atlantic to Pacific, illustrated pamphlet, 1945, Box 196 File 10, 

Chung Collection, University of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, Canada; Empress Hotel, Victoria, British Columbia, in Canada's Evergreen Playground, 
pamphlet advertising the Empress Hotel in Victoria, 1940, Box 197 File 11, Chung Collection, University 
of British Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada; Moffat, Afternoon 
Tea: A Timeless Tradition, 6. 

47 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 18.  



 
 

25 
 

elegance of a simpler time.” 48 Likewise, the re-casting of Victoria as an imperial tourist 

destination also served to overshadow aspects of the city’s identity as a site of other forms of 

labour and industry. Originally a fur trading post and military fort, the city has in the past been a 

hub of commercial exchange, a fishing harbour, and, more recently, home to many tech 

companies. Yet, the idea of Victoria as tourist town continues to supplant these other identities, 

perpetuating the popular discourse of the city as a place of relaxation and luxury. In this 

discourse, appearing scenic and accessible to visitors is the highest priority; the importance of 

maintaining the charm of the city is about presenting an image of the city on display, rather than 

fostering a city for the good of its residents. 

 

Epilogue 

In 2016, under new ownership the Bengal Lounge was closed and refurbished. Some 

lamented the loss of this piece of Victoria’s history, though at just over half a century old, the 

lounge was about as old as many of the historically uninteresting Vancouver Specials, built 

during the 1960s and 1970s. Meanwhile, others argued that such an explicit celebration of 

colonialism was unacceptable in the twenty-first century. These changes are not the first to occur 

to the Empress, which has undergone several revamps and additions, nor are they the first to 

draw outcry.49 Attempts to preserve an original, Edenic state ignore the fact that the Empress has 

never actually experienced a moment of complete stasis that encapsulates its true nature. Nor, of 

course, is the Empress synonymous with Victoria and its personality. Certain individuals and 

groups have chosen to accept this understanding and have repetitively propagated the notion, 

                                                
48	Canadian Pacific Hotels & Resorts : The Empress, Victoria, British Columbia, Pamphlet 

advertising the Empress Hotel in Victoria., 1994, Box 196 File 8, Chung Collection, University of British 
Columbia Library Rare Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, Canada. 

49 Holloway, The Empress of Victoria, 88. 
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which has had impact but has not created any sort of universal truth. The latest renovations offer 

a glimpse into how the structure’s meaning might be altered and by what forces.  Despite the 

rebranding of the lounge, there were no plans to remove or rehouse the tiger skin from which it 

drew its name. However, during the summer of 2016, the tiger skin was stolen and has not yet 

been recovered.50 This removal of the tiger skin, though probably performed as more of a prank 

than a statement, shows that the public is not left with only one way of experiencing the hotel or 

the city. Its identity can also be disrupted as individuals can choose how to interact with the 

hotel. A commercial space dressed up as some sort of civic centre becomes truly a communal 

place when it is reshaped by members of the public for the Empress’s identity, like its 

foundation, is not unshakable but open to redesign and negotiation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

50 Dirk Meissner, “‘Cat’ burglers swipe tiger skin that hung in Victoria’s historic Bengal 
Lounge,” National Post, June 16, 2016. 
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“In This Green and Pleasant Land, Where I Make My Home, I'll Make My Stand:” 
Expressions of Nationalism in English and Scottish Post-Punk Music 

Claudia Landowne 

“Post-punk” is a nebulous genre. It occupies the loosely-defined space between musically 

amateurish punk and ultra-digital new wave, and thus is sometimes mistaken for a transitory 

phase rather than a category in its own right. However, post-punk provided a new, crucial scene 

for developing British identities in the 1970s and 1980s. In particular, English and Scottish post-

punk communities saw old conceptualizations of nationalism reformed and new iterations 

generated. While expressions of nationalism in English and Scottish post-punk music did, to 

some extent, rehash old ideas of anti-monarchism, sectarian division, and naturalistic 

idealization, these themes, when present, are defanged and vague regarding their targets. When 

specific and significant expressions of nationalistic identity did arise, they no longer concerned 

themselves with an English-Scottish divide, but rather regarded the new “Northern English” sub-

group or Britishness in opposition to newly-dominant Americana. Thus English and Scottish 

post-punk both, by 1990, had given rise to a new British nationalism, in which the contentious 

past was remembered but, going forward, Britishness was to be inclusive. Within English and 

Scottish post-punk in the 1970s and 1980s, old expressions of nationalism gave way to new post-

war identities, while a new, open conceptualization of Britishness was emerging. 

Building on centuries of nationalist rhetoric, post-punk translates tried and true anti-

monarchist sentiments into anthems for the end of empire. Sheffield-based band the Comsat 

Angels express downbeat joy at national liberation in their song “Independence Day.” The song 

is lyrically simple, with lines like,  
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You’ve got your habits, I've got my customs 
I'm sure you know it's got to be this way 
No hesitation, and in the future 
We'll celebrate our independence day, 

expressing in particular the inevitability of the breakaway.1 One contemporary journalist 

described “Independence Day” as “a free-uneasy celebration.”2 This is an apt characterization, 

given that, while independence has been achieved, the song never states from what its subjects 

have been freed nor what they intend the future to look like. While “Independence Day” is in 

part a celebration of liberation from the age of empire, it also articulates a search for meaning at 

the start of an uncertain future. The Comsat Angels are of course an English band, thus it seems 

strange, at face value, that they would express anti-monarchist sentiments. However, 

“Independence Day” is not an expression of simple republican sentiments. Rather, the band’s 

declaration of independence reflects the emergence of a new Northern English nationalism, 

characterized primarily by the fallout of deindustrialization. Fittingly, The Comsat Angels took 

their name from a short story written by the English author James Graham Ballard. His “post-

industrial visions,” historian Matthew Worley posits, “found expression as punk’s angry stare 

turned to alienation.” “Independence Day” itself could be considered one of these “desolate 

songs of urban isolation,” where the subject “[searches] for a means to transcend…bland 

uniformity.”3 The song, despite its celebratory tone, clearly articulates this social disjointedness. 

Though the end of England’s colonial domination was over, now her people had to contend with 

their modern future. 

                                                
1 The Comsat Angels, “Independence Day,” Waiting for a Miracle, Polydor, 1980. 
2 Andy Gill, “Comsat Angels: Miracle Workers,” New Musical Express (London), October 11, 

1980. 
3 Matthew Worley, No Future: Punk, Politics and British Youth Culture, 1976-1984 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2017) 219-220. 
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Old sectarian divisions were also present in post-punk music, with a particular emphasis 

on commemoration of violence and its victims. Journalist Andy Beckett describes Scottish band 

Simple Minds as having “come from [Glasgow's] half-demolished, raucously left-wing dock 

hinterland” and though they “had changed their name, smartened up, and expanded and polished 

their sound” to achieve broader success, that old political spirit made itself known again on 

“Belfast Child.”4 “Belfast Child” is a mournful song, lamenting the violence that nationalism 

inflicted on the Irish people, both Catholic and Protestant, through verses such as, 

All my life here I've spent 
With my faith in God, the Church, and the government 
But there’s sadness abound 
Someday soon they're gonna pull the old town down.5 

When describing inspiration for the song in a 1989 interview, singer Jim Kerr stated that he 

“heard [the Irish folk tune ‘She Moved Through the Fair’] a few days after [the Enniskillen 

bombing] and like everybody when you see the images I was just sick.” He went on to say that 

“Belfast Child” was in part an attempt “to relate to people in Northern Ireland who’ve also lost. 

I'm trying to talk about the madness and sadness and emptiness.”6 It is curious that a Scottish 

musician would focus so keenly on an event central to the Troubles. The mismatched identities 

transform the song into a commentary on nationhood, rather than an expression of nationalism. 

Simple Minds is blurring national identities, perhaps suggesting that, while there is still an 

awareness of sectarian fault lines, overwhelmingly people would rather see an end to ethno-

religious violence. To this end, “Belfast Child” expresses an increasing feeling of cross-national 

solidarity. Discussions of old sectarian nationalism therefore can still be found in post-punk, but 

their tone is significantly moderated. 

                                                
4 Andy Beckett, Promised You a Miracle: UK80-82 (London: Allen Lane, 2015), 432. 
5 Simple Minds, “Belfast Child,” Ballad of the Streets EP, Virgin, 1989, 373. 
6 Mat Snow, “Simple Minds: Do Not Disturb,” Q (United Kingdom), June 1989. 
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Outright declarations of anti-religious passion can also be found within the genre, which 

comes as no surprise given both Britain’s deep-rooted ecclesiastical divisions and the general 

waning of faith in the post-war era. “Anti-Pope” by The Damned is a riotous explosion of anti-

religious expression, as lead singer Dave Vanian proclaims he’s 

Going down to church tonight 
Just like back when I was eight 
But I don’t mean to pray 
I’m gonna nick the collection plate 
I’ve got nothing against church 
Or any people that go there and show that 
They’re ignorant, I don’t understand 
A congregation at weekends to change their behavior.7 

The Damned have modulated the anti-religious theme common to broader post-punk tradition to 

fit their specific, English, anti-Papist critique. Worley identifies religion as “a standard punk 

target,” and cites “Anti-Pope” and The Damned’s “[berating of] the Catholic Church” therein as 

a prime example of the genre’s detestation of faith.8 However, just because “Anti-Pope” is 

typical and unspecific, does not mean it cannot potentially incite nationalism. In 2010, British DJ 

Dave Clarke was quoted as saying, “Ireland seems to be the right environment to drop ‘Anti-

Pope’ by The Damned! Don't ask me why.”9 Cheeky as it may be, Clarke’s response speaks to 

the enduring power of sectarian divisions in British society and, it follows, its post-punk scene. 

While Catholic-Protestant tensions are not presently at a high point, “Anti-Pope” was penned in 

the midst of the Troubles. Thus, it is a prime example of how contemporary, anti-Catholic 

nationalist rhetoric made its way into post-punk music. 

                                                
7 The Damned, “Anti-Pope,” Machine Gun Etiquette, Chiswick, 1979. 
8 Worley, No Future, 133-134. 
9 Paris Pompor, “The Whole World in Their Trance,” Sydney Morning Herald, April 23, 2010. 
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The potency of religious nationalism was at times further heightened by naturalistic 

imagery. The Scottish Cocteau Twins’ song, “Shallow then Halo,” from the album Garlands, 

suggests that land itself is sacred, using imagery such as, 

Winged water, feathered river 
Dirty rich soil, strong and fertile 
The then shallow she, earth as we know it 
The then hallow she, a sky for the sacred 
Stars in my eyes, stars in my face 
Womb in the belly, capitol place.10 

Evoking wings and feathers gives the land an angelic characterization, while the association 

between the “womb” and the “capitol” links the national idea with the more naturalistic concept 

of a motherland. Music critics Simon Reynolds and Joy Press characterize the Cocteau Twins’ 

music as “[luxuriating] in those ‘semiotic’ elements that are connotative of the lost maternal 

body” such that it “transports us back to the gilded realm of the infant-mother dyad.”11 This 

yearning for a bygone mother-child relationship can be extended to a desire to revive the idea of 

the motherland in the context of “Shallow then Halo.” Contemporary journalist Helen Fitzgerald 

described Garlands as “an unbelievably fluid chunk of sultry passion, and a spiralling frieze of 

images with a lyrical, haunting emotion that boldly and defiantly insinuated its way into the mind 

and heart.”12 That is certainly the intent of “Shallow then Halo’s” lyrics, which evoke religious-

naturalism, exemplifying the continued presence of old-style, land-based nationalism in Scottish 

post-punk. 

Post-punk music also facilitated new expressions of nationalism, separate from the 

geographic and thematic constraints of the past and increasingly inspired by the economic-

                                                
10 Cocteau Twins, “Shallow then Halo,” Garlands, 4AD, 1982. 
11 Simon Reynolds and Joy Press, The Sex Revolts: Gender, Rebellion, and Rock ‘n’ Roll 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 199) 286-287. 
12 Helen Fitzgerald, “Cocteau Twins: Heavenly Twins,” Melody Maker (London), March 19, 

1983. 
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political phenomenon that was Thatcherism. Historian Kieran Curran argues that Thatcherism 

was “devoted to creating two distinct [English] nations, with the Northern one a distinctly 

peripheral region.”13 “Singing Rule Britannia (While the Walls Close In)” by the Mancunian 

band The Chameleons perfectly exemplifies the reflection of this phenomenon in post-punk 

music. In “Singing Rule Britannia,” The Chameleons bemoan the condition of the British 

working class, singing, 

What a suffocating state to be 
Working class heroes mean nothing to me 
I’m a working class zero, I’m chained to the tree 
Of life, a dangerous thing to be.14 

With the decline of industry in post-war Britain, the North of England increasingly found itself 

isolated from the South due to differing economic fortunes. The breakdown of working-class 

identity, as expressed in “Singing Rule Britannia” is the epitome of this regional disjointedness. 

A review of a recently released collector's edition dubbed The Chameleons “the most under-rated 

band to come out of Manchester in the 1980s,” calling attention to “Singing Rule Britannia” 

specifically as an “exhilarating…tirade against mass unemployment.”15 The song is especially 

exhilarating because it goes so far as to condemn Southerners for “singing Rule Britannia,” a 

hyper-patriotic British colonial anthem, or otherwise blindly supporting the Conservative 

government, as their Northern neighbors suffered. This new North-South divide within English 

nationalism thus made its first attempts at self-articulation within the context of post-punk. 

Neoliberalism, and the stresses of the modern world more generally, also provided points 

of convergence for new manifestations of Northern nationalism in post-punk music. Originating 

                                                
13 Kieran Curran, Cynicism in British Post-War Culture: Ignorance, Dust and Disease 

(Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014) 195-196. 
14 The Chameleons, “Singing Rule Britannia (While the Walls Close In),” What Does Anything 

Mean? Basically, Statik, 1985. 
15 “CD Reviews: What Does Anything Mean? Basically—The Chameleons (Virgin/EMI),” 

Scunthorpe Evening Telegraph (United Kingdom), February 25, 2010. 
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in Sheffield, Cabaret Voltaire’s “Sensoria” reflects the misery of economic depression under 

neoliberalism, describing  

Hard times, hard thrills, reaching for the chosen pills 
Dragnets will pull you in, tell you that you're deep in sin 
Sensoria, sensoria… 
Trickles up, trickles down, frankly, I don’t give a damn.16 

The song articulates a nihilistic descent into trickle-down, neoliberal economics, which plunges 

its subject into such a state that he must resort to self-medication. “Sensoria” also samples 

spoken-word vocals from what appears to be some kind of authority figure, perhaps a pastor. 

One journalist declared this refrain of “always work//go to church//do right” the 

“trademark…sample…of one of the most powerful alternative songs ever.”17 Indeed, its 

authoritarian, monotone delivery connotes an all-powerful, big-brother figure, ensuring the 

individual’s dehumanization as he partakes in the new economic (but yet old, in terms of social 

mores) order. This interpretation is further corroborated by Reynolds’ description of Cabaret 

Voltaire’s politics as “of the anarcho-paranoid kind,” a blend of “Yorkshire-bred intransigence” 

with a “worldview in which power figured as a demonic, omnipresent force, a multitentacled yet 

sourceless network of domination and mind coercion.”18 This suspicion of authority, as described 

by Reynolds and observable in “Sensoria,” is an almost conspiratorial extension of the 

developing Northern English disenchantment with the Conservative government in the South. 

Old intra-British national conflicts were further overwhelmed by the new international 

order and the oppressive post-war dominance of the United States of America. English group 

The The’s song “Heartland” portrays economic hardship in Britain as connected to the United 

States’ burgeoning global preeminence. Lead vocalist and songwriter Matt Johnson sings, 

                                                
16 Cabaret Voltaire, “Sensoria,” Micro-Phonies, Some Bizarre, 1984. 
17 Kristi Siegel, “Sound Bites,” St. Petersburg Times (Florida), September 11, 1992. 
18 Simon Reynolds, Rip It up and Start Again: Postpunk 1978-1984 (New York: Penguin Books, 

2006) 101. 
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This is the land, where nothing changes 
The land of red buses and blue-blooded babies 
This is the place, where pensioners are raped 
And the hearts are being cut, from the welfare state… 
The ammunition’s being passed, and the lord’s being praised 
But the wars on the televisions will never be explained 
All the bankers getting sweaty, beneath their white collars 
As the pound in our pocket, turns into a dollar 
This is the 51st state, of the USA.19 

According to contemporary reporting, Johnson, reflecting a desire “to become active” in the 

contemporary election year, wrote “Heartland…about the Americanisation and decay of modern 

day Britain.”20 As Johnson saw it, the old British class system was being preserved and new 

social safety nets destroyed by a Thatcher government willing to rely on the United States. 

However, he further hinted that this reliance would ultimately bring down the upper classes, too, 

as reflected by the bankers’ apprehension. Beckett provides some elucidation regarding the 

“wars” Johnson describes, through an anecdote regarding his father. Beckett describes him as 

understanding, somewhat paradoxically, both “the appeal of holding onto imperial ways in 

faraway places … [and] that Britain’s days as a military superpower were gone.” “I’m not sure,” 

Beckett quotes his father saying, “we can [retake the Falklands] without the Americans.”21 With 

Britain ostensibly reliant on her once-colony to preserve her own remaining colonial possessions, 

the balance of power was now clearly inverted. This dramatic, post-war change in the world 

hierarchy dominated all areas of British society, pushing aside more insular conceptions of 

identity. In this respect, post-punk music was no exception. 

Further, post-punk music provided a medium for exaggerated caricatures of American 

nationalism, allowing British musicians to cleverly criticise the morbidities of their former 

                                                
19 The The, “Heartland,” Infected, Some Bizarre, 1986. 
20 K. Fitzpatrick, “Infected with the Matt Johnson.” The Courier Mail (Australia), April 2, 1987. 
21 Beckett, Promised You a Miracle, 275. 
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colony, all grown up.  In “Reverence,” by Scottish group The Jesus and Mary Chain, vocalist Jim 

Reid proclaims, 

I wanna die just like JFK 
I wanna die on a sunny day 
I wanna die just like JFK 
I wanna die in the USA.22 

In this song in particular, The Jesus and Mary Chain engages in the British rock tradition, as 

defined by The New York Times, of “dishing up American styles with added layers of 

intellectualism, irony or ineptitude.”23 The implicit hagiography of JFK, which the band 

attributes to dying via assassination, is made ironic by the implication that dying “on a sunny 

day…in the USA” is somehow better than dying in Britain. That it is even more Godly—as the 

other figure in the song that Reid proclaims he wants to die like is Jesus Christ himself. Thus, the 

song serves to undercut the American apotheosis of President Kennedy. Biographer Zoë Howe 

writes that, with “Reverence,” The Jesus and Mary Chain “believed they were particularly 

risking their lives in the US,” not just because of the lyrics referencing JFK but also because the 

song’s music video “features the American flag being riddled with bullets.” She quotes one 

member, Jim Reid, as saying, “We’re inciting someone to shoot us on stage, and knowing our 

fucking luck it’ll happen. Lee Harvey Oswald’s cousin will show up in Dallas and we’ll be 

killed.”24 The band knew the song was inflammatory and would provoke Americans, but went 

ahead with it as their lead single regardless. The Jesus and Mary Chain’s attitude thus reflects the 

broader anti-Americana trend that held a place of prominence in the post-punk scene. 

                                                
22 The Jesus and Mary Chain, “Reverence,” Honey’s Dead, Blanco y Negro Records, 1992. 
23 Jon Pareles, “Noise Evokes Modern Chaos for a Band” The New York Times, March 9, 

1986. 
24 Zoë Howe, The Jesus and Mary Chain: Barbed Wire Kisses (New York: St. Martin's Press, 

2014) 174-175. 
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As English youth entered this new world of diminished national identities, they used 

post-punk music to craft a gentler notion of Britishness, outside of established, toxic paradigms. 

Worley describes the “notion of working ‘outside’ the music industry” as pervasive in post-punk. 

This concept, he further argues, operated with the end goal of asserting “some kind of control 

over the form and content of popular music” whether it took the form of “protest, creative 

expression or just a channel for youthful exuberance.”25 Just as post-punk operated outside of 

popular tastes and the mainstream industry, its conceptualizations of nationalism were also new 

and alternative. In 1990, the Mancunian band New Order was commissioned to write the official 

song for England’s football team in that year’s World Cup, to be hosted in Italy. The result was 

the track “World in Motion.” A member of the the English football team, John Barnes, raps on 

the song, 

Catch me if you can, ‘cause I’m the England man 
And what you’re looking at is the master plan 
We ain’t no hooligans, this ain’t no football song 
Three lions on my chest, I know we can’t go wrong 

before the band’s vocalist Bernard Sumner comes in to sing, 

We’re playing for England, we’re playing this song 
We’re singing for England, arrivederci it’s one-on-one.26 

“World in Motion” was a refreshing departure from past World Cup anthems. Decrying 

hooliganism in favor of “love,” it was actually listenable. A journalist for The Independent 

remarked that there was “none of the usual cheery jingoism, cringeworthy humour, banal 

colloquialisms or even foghorn choruses” typical to previous football anthems.27 Though a 

football cheer song is by no means the height of national expression, the fact that New Order 

                                                
25 Worley, No Future, 74, 76. 
26 New Order, “World in Motion,” Factory, 1990. 
27 Martin Aston, “The Final Scores: For This Year's World Cup, England Has Its Most 

Sophisticated Anthem Ever,” The Independent (London), May 16, 1990. 
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approached the project with a fresh sense of national self-awareness and maturity shows how far 

expressions of English nationalism in the mainstream had come. The band was able to showcase 

a post-punk, more casual approach to Englishness on the world stage. 

Scottish post-punk too, contains these self-conscious but unabashedly optimistic anthems 

for a new British identity. Worley describes how, as personal identity politics made their way 

into the mainstream in the late 1900s, “questions of gender, sexuality and race came to the fore, 

challenging the prevailing precepts of class, nationality and religion.” Simultaneously, he writes 

“politics of consumption…unlocked social and cultural arenas through which to reconfigure pre-

existing notions of status, sex and identity.”28 These conditions provided the ideal environment 

for new national self-conceptualizations, through which the new generation could come to terms 

with past conflicts and move forward, newly united. Glaswegian band Aztec Camera’s “Good 

Morning Britain” exemplifies this state of new-identity-creation, as it brings up past international 

conflicts in Britain, in particular the Troubles, but ultimately concludes that 

Love is international, and if you stand or if you fall 
Just let them know you gave your all, worry about it later 
The past is steeped in shame, but tomorrow’s fair game 
For a life, that’s fit for living, good morning Britain.29 

“Good Morning Britain” is the perfect case study in how intense historical divisions can be 

acknowledged and respected, but ultimately transcended. One journalist noted that, even though 

the song is “pretty angry…bringing on the former Clash guitarist [Mick Jones] was [vocalist 

Roddy] Frame’s clever way of saying he was poking fun. Certainly, when he plucked the guitar 

strings with his teeth, howled out the notes of the national anthem, and exited with the words 

                                                
28 Worley, No Future, 172. 
29 Aztec Camera, “Good Morning Britain,” Stray, Sire, 1990. The CD burn was interrupted 

before completion so unfortunately this song cuts out halfway through on the accompanying disc. 
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‘Peace and Love’ someone somewhere was having his leg pulled.”30 The song is so over-the-top 

that ultimately its lighthearted nature is unquestionable. In this manner, Aztec Camera 

exemplifies how bombastic expressions of nationalism can, if articulated correctly, be cathartic. 

Recognition of the nationalist past was thus a tool for building a cooperative future in Scottish 

post-punk. 

Post-punk music proliferated throughout Britain in the 1970s and 1980s. It follows that 

national scenes in England and Scotland would generate music that expressed older forms of 

nationalism, such as anti-monarchism, sectarianism, and natural imagery. However, by the late 

1900s, these old forms had become obfuscated. New divisions within Britain were arising, most 

notably the Northern-Southern English divide. The neoliberal wave and its accompanying 

economic downturn, as well as increasing American dominance in world affairs, also proved to 

be more pressing topics than traditional English-Scottish divisions. In fact, domestic and 

international upheaval in the 1970s and 1980s only seemed to entice the creation of a new, 

inclusive British identity, as reflected in the late post-punk works of the 1990s.  

                                                
30 Jasper Rees, “Aztec Camera,” The Times (London), July 19, 1990. 
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“The Land of Cockaygne”: An Advanced Medieval Utopia 

Gwyneth Evans 
 

In the sixteenth century, philosopher Thomas More used the term “utopia,” in his book of 

the same name, to describe a fictional land free from the plagues of contemporary society. While 

More certainly coined the term, the act of imagining away one’s troubles in a non-existent 

paradise may be traced to far before his time. Indeed, the trials of peasant life during the Middle 

Ages fostered a long tradition of utopic thought centered on an imagined place of abundance 

known as the Land of Cockaygne. The earliest English written example of this tradition occurs in 

the form of a fourteenth-century poem, titled “The Land of Cockaygne,” that describes the 

offerings of this fictive land. Unfortunately, the poem has not been given the credit it rightly 

deserves as an example of a politically-challenging pre-More utopia. It is not merely the product 

of a peasant’s bizarre and bawdy musings, but both a serious social critique of medieval 

hierarchical tendencies and a biting moral satire of fourteenth-century religious hypocrisy.      

The Cockaygne tradition has an extensive history. Although its origins are unknown, 

peasants in nearly every country of medieval Europe circulated this tale of an imagined land of 

plenty, in which food and drink could be found in abundance, and in which the toils of medieval 

peasant life were exchanged for an existence of comfort and luxury. While it was known through 

a variety of region-specific names—“Cockaygne” in the British Isles, “Bengodi” in Italy, and 

“Schlaraffenland” in Germany, for instance—the details of this fictive land remained relatively 

consistent across borders.1 Indeed, Herman Pleij states that “everyone living at the end of the 

                                                
1 Karma Lochrie, Nowhere in the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 49.  
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Middle Ages had heard of [Cockaygne] at one time or another.”2 The Cockaygne tradition thus 

offers exceptional insight into the lives of peasants across the countries of medieval Europe.  

 The English poem “The Land of Cockaygne” was written in fourteenth-century Ireland 

by an anonymous poet. It survives in only one copy, held at the Library of London, amongst a 

manuscript of various items known collectively as the Kildare Poems. This collection is named 

after Friar Michael of Kildare, who wrote at least one poem in the manuscript. The manuscript 

contains evidence that its compilation was Franciscan in origin; for instance, its small size is 

indicative of a friar’s pocket-book.3 This suggests that medieval Franciscans, whether or not one 

from amongst their rank was the author of the poem, believed that “The Land of Cockaygne” 

was worthy of preservation. 

 Cockaygne is, quite literally, a land of milk and honey. The houses have walls made of 

pies and pastries, shingles of flour-cakes and nails of puddings. Roasted geese march through the 

streets, announcing that they are ready to be eaten, while stewed larks swoop from the sky to 

land in awaiting mouths. In Cockaygne, no one need “worry, work or care.”4 The weather is 

always clement, and the scenery breathtaking. As the poet encapsulates, all in Cockaygne “is 

pleasure, joy, and bliss.”5  

“The Land of Cockaygne” has fostered a variety of interpretations, but it is undeniable 

that this imagined land represents an example of an early utopia. Chris Baldick describes a 

utopia as “an imagined form of ideal or superior … human society; or a written work of fiction 

                                                
2 Herman Pleij, Dreaming of Cockaigne: Medieval Fantasies of the Perfect Life, trans. Diane Webb (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2001), 3. 
3 Bella Millet, ed., “The Land of Cockaygne: Introduction,” Wessex Parallel WebTexts, accessed March 10, 

2018 http://www.soton.ac.uk/~wpwt/trans/cockaygn/cockaygn.htm. 
4 Bella Millet, ed., “The Land of Cockaygne,” Wessed Parallel WebTexts, accessed March 10, 2018, 

http://www.soton.ac.uk/~wpwt/trans/cockaygn/coctrans.htm, line 15. 
5 Millet, “The Land of Cockaygne,” line 43.   
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or philosophical speculation describing such a society.”6 “The Land of Cockaygne” clearly fits 

this description. In this imagined other-world, the scarcity, drudgery, and trepidation of 

fourteenth-century peasant life is imagined away in a paradise of opulence, ease, and equanimity.  

While few deny that the poem is characterized by a type of utopic wish fulfilment 

through which the poet attempts to escape from the fears of contemporary life, several scholars 

have dismissed the text as inferior to the utopias of More and his descendants, suggesting that, 

unlike More, the “Cockaygne” poet does not use his work to challenge a contemporary social  

order.7 Lewis Mumford differentiates between utopias of escape, which seek “an immediate 

release from the difficulties or frustrations” of life, and utopias of reconstruction, which attempt 

“to provide a condition for [one’s] release in the future.”8 In Mumford’s opinion, utopias of 

escape, like “The Land of Cockaygne,” “build impossible castles in the air” while utopias of 

reconstruction, like More’s Utopia, “consult a surveyor and an architect and a mason and 

proceed to build a house.”9 Mumford further claims that for nearly two thousand years, between 

the times of Plato and More, not a single work was produced that contained even a hint of utopic 

thought.10 Ruth Levitas also distinguishes between compensatory and critical utopias, describing 

the latter, like “The Land of Cockaygne,” as “expressions of desire … for the effortless 

gratification of need and the absence of restrictive sanctions; they are not expressions of hope.”11 

Piero Camporesi even suggests that the poem harbours a “drugged logic of the impossible.”12 All 

                                                
6 Chris Baldick, The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), s.v. 

“Utopia.” 
7 Although the gender of the poet is unknown, this essay uses the male pronoun for the sake of consistency.  
8 Lewis Mumford, The Story of Utopias (New York: Boni & Liveright, 1922), 15. 
9 Mumford, The Story of Utopias, 15. 
10 Ibid., 59.  
11 Ruth Levitas, The Concept of Utopia (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 190–191. 
12 Piero Camporesi, Bread of Dreams: Food and Fantasy in Early Modern Europe, trans. David Gentilcore 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 80.  
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three authors depict “The Land of Cockaygne” as the unrealizable musings of a tired, dejected 

peasant. 

An unfortunate trend of Cockaygne scholarship is this disdainful suggestion that “The 

Land of Cockaygne” is merely an escapist or compensatory utopia that does not extend beyond 

its fanciful and foolish wish fulfillments. Despite this pervasive trend, a small but forceful group 

of scholars emphasize the importance of the Cockaygne tradition to the utopia genre. A.L. 

Morton proposes that although “the mainstream of utopian thought passed through other 

channels,” “The Land of Cockaygne” should be designated as “the first English utopia.”13 

Christopher Kendrick even argues that the Cockaygne tradition had a direct influence on More’s 

Utopia. He states that at the time that More was writing his novel, “Cockaygne indeed existed as 

a literary genre, and that the sixteenth-century readership would have recognized the genre as 

one of Utopia’s literary sources.”14 Whether or not “The Land of Cockaygne” directly impacted 

the writing of More’s Utopia, the poem should not be reduced to a mere attempt at wish 

fulfilment or social escapism, but instead delineated as a serious utopic work that readily 

criticizes the state of both contemporary medieval society, through its description of an 

alternative, more egalitarian social order, and fourteenth-century religion, through its depiction 

of the dangers of religious hypocrisy. 

 In “The Land of Cockaygne,” the hunger, thirst, and austerity characteristic of fourteenth-

century peasant life is imagined away. In place of the meagre medieval peasant diet of mostly 

grains, root vegetables, and fruit, the citizens of Cockaygne dine on a variety of delicacies.15 

While the houses of medieval peasants were simple and sparsely furnished, those of Cockaygne 

                                                
13 A.L Morton, The English Utopia (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1969), 12. 
14 Christopher Kendrick, Utopia, Carnival, and Commonwealth in Renaissance England (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1953), 78. 
15 Clifford Backman, The Worlds of Medieval Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 335.  
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are exquisite, with crystal pillars and decorations of jade and coral. Peasant work was dangerous 

and difficult; for example, “coroners’ rolls from thirteenth-century England … give grim 

evidence of the often daily occurrence of serious woundings on peasant farms: digits or limbs 

severed by farm implements, bones crushed by draft animals or falling stones, legs burned when 

cloaks brushed against hearth fires.”16 In contrast, the subjects of Cockaygne do not work, but 

instead pursue lives of ease and luxury. While crime was rampant during the Middle Ages, in 

Cockaygne “there are no quarrels and no strife, there is no death, but always life.”17 Throughout 

the poem, the poet readily juxtaposes the harshness of life during the Middle Ages with the 

pleasantness of life in Cockaygne. In this sense, the poem indeed seems to harbour a tendency 

towards wish fulfilment or social escapism that has led several scholars to infantilize its utopic 

aspects. Yet, as Karma Lochrie suggests, the poem is “shaped as much by its satirical mode as it 

is by its content of plentiful food and drink and a life of ease.”18 In other words, to argue that the 

poem only represents the senseless musings of a rundown peasant, is to entirely overlook its 

critique of the established social hierarchy.   

 The poet suggests that in this imagined land, “all is common to young and old, 

to strong and stern, to meek and bold.”19 The social system of “The Land of Cockaygne” is thus 

one of equality, where each man and woman has access to life’s necessities and luxuries 

regardless of social status. Indeed, the social order in “The Land of Cockaygne” is revolutionary 

by the standards of fourteenth-century Europe, when “the notion of ordered hierarchy [was] 

perhaps the defining characteristic of the medieval mind.”20 In the Middle Ages, social 

stratification was commonplace. Those who occupied the upper strata—monarchs, nobles, and 

                                                
16 Backman, The Worlds of Medieval Europe, 336 
17 Millet, “The Land of Cockaygne,” line 27.  
18 Lochrie, Nowhere in the Middle Ages, 54. 
19 Millet, “The Land of Cockaygne,” lines 63–64.  
20 Backman, The Worlds of Medieval Europe, 386. 
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knights—derived significant wealth and power at the expense of the lower strata—merchants, 

serfs, and peasants. 

 While this is a simplification of what was a truly complex socio-economic system, medieval 

society is notable for its strict social hierarchy that produced unequal levels of privilege. 

Moreover, those of the upper strata often believed that this privilege was the divine right of their 

birth. In contrast, the “Cockaygne” poet suggests that all individuals, regardless of birth, should 

have access to the same provisions. 

According to Clifford Backman, rural and urban commoners of the Late Middle Ages 

began to rally against not only the abuse of privilege, but also the very notion of privilege: “why 

should a mere five to ten percent of the population continue to have jurisdiction over the masses, 

control the land, monopolize the courts, enjoy exemption from taxes, dominate the Church, and 

be lauded by poets as the bulwarks of everything civilized in the world, when the bulk of the 

essential services in Europe were now provided by people of common birth?”21 Backman also 

argues that common folk began to circulate the idea “that when God created the world in all its 

perfection, there were no ‘gentlemen,’ no aristocrats, no privileged few living off the labor of the 

many. There was instead an absolute equality of mankind.”22 “The Land of Cockaygne,” 

produced in the heart of the Late Middle Ages, is a product of such philosophical revolutions. 

Indeed, it is the poet’s proposal of an alternative, more egalitarian social system that elevates 

“The Land of Cockaygne” from mere fantasy to a significant work of utopia. Like More and 

other recognized founders of the genre, the “Cockaygne” poet readily uses his work to criticize a 

contemporary social order that he deems problematic.   

                                                
21 Backman, The Worlds of Medieval Europe, 386. 
22 Ibid., 386–387.   
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Thus, although its tendency towards wish fulfilment remains a central element of the text, 

one cannot suggest that “the poem never rises to the intellectual or politically challenging level 

of utopianism after More, because it never aspires beyond self-conscious fantasy.”23 As Reinhart 

Koselleck suggests, utopias like “The Land of Cockaygne” almost “always contain unrealities of 

all sorts whose critical programs of contrast may be calls for changing, reforming, or 

revolutionizing one’s own world,” and this is indeed what the poet accomplishes.24 While it is 

perhaps easy to overlook amongst the text’s more bawdy and humorous elements, the poem 

contains a depiction of a social order which is revolutionary by many standards and entirely 

antithetical to the strict social hierarchy of the poet’s contemporary life. The poet imagines and 

calls for a future world where each man, woman, and child has access to the same resources and 

enjoys the same privileges, regardless of their birth.  

Alongside this revolutionary social critique, “The Land of Cockaygne” also contains a 

sophisticated moral satire of fourteenth-century religious hypocrisy, which equally contributes to 

the poem’s legacy as a significant work of utopic fiction. The second half of the poem describes 

a group of wayward monks living in Cockaygne. During their free time, the young monks enjoy 

a most unusual pursuit—flying. As the “Cockaygne” poet suggests, “no hawk or other bird could 

fly faster or better through the sky” than this unusual group of monks.25 To call them to order, 

the abbot “takes a maiden standing near, and upon her snow-white rear, beats a tattoo with open 

hand, to make his monks come down to land. When his young monks see that sight, by the 

maiden they alight, round about her they career, and each one pats her snow-white rear.”26 As the 

poem progresses, the behaviour of these monks becomes yet more perverse. During the summer, 

                                                
23 Lochrie, Nowhere in the Middle Ages, 50–51.  
24 Koselleck, The Practise of Conceptual History, 86. 
25 Millet, “The Land of Cockaygne,” line 123. 
26 Ibid., line 136. 
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a group of young nuns from a nearby nunnery row down Cockaygne’s river of milk, and once 

out of sight of the abbey, they undress and leap in for a swim. Attracted by the sound of 

frolicking, each of the young monks soon swoops down from the sky and seizes an unsuspecting 

nun. The “Cockaygne” poet then states, through a language brimming with sexual innuendos, 

that each monk “swiftly carries off his prey to the mighty abbey grey, and teaches the nuns an 

orison with country dancing up and down.”27 

This section of the poem is bizarre by all accounts. Upon joining a monastery, most 

medieval monks took a strict set of vows, in which they renounced their material possessions, 

their social status, and their concern for the outside world.28 In such communities, the mixing of 

the sexes, other than in certain controlled situations, was strictly prohibited.29 While the 

specifications of one’s religious vows differed significantly from community to community, and 

order to order, most monks professed a similar set of values—those of poverty, obedience, 

stability, and chastity. In contrast, the monks of Cockaygne do not conform to any of these rules. 

Instead of the humble living conditions of most medieval monks, those of Cockaygne live in an 

abbey of pure luxury; the poet states its windows and pillars are made of crystal. Furthermore, 

the Cockaygne monks are exceedingly disobedient. They refuse to obey the abbot when he calls 

them down from their flight, to the point that the only way he can force them to comply is 

through the spanking of an innocent maid. The vow of stability, the promise to remain in one 

community and give up the tendency to move from place to place, is entirely disregarded through 

the monks’ daily flight. Finally, it is needless to say that the Cockaygne monks are anything but 

chaste.  

                                                
27 Ibid., line 165–166. 
28 Backman, The Worlds of Medieval Europe, 71.   
29 Ibid., 72.  
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The monks’ show of holiness is thus entirely hypocritical, for their behaviour is truly 

unsaintly. One could argue that this description of a perverse group of monks was a simple jest 

on the part of the poet. However, it seems equally likely that, through his intensive use of irony, 

the poet wished to criticize instances of religious hypocrisy occurring in his contemporary world 

of medieval Europe. Accusations of hypocrisy were frequently directed at religious figures, 

orders, and denominations during the fourteenth century. Alan J. Fletcher confirms that during 

this time, “hypocrisy … was a highly topical matter … and indeed had come to be regarded as a 

traditional failing” of many religious figures.30 For example, while simultaneously professing the 

importance of asceticism and almsgiving, the medieval Catholic Church was, through their 

collection of tithes, one of the wealthiest institutions in Europe. One notable critic of this state of 

medieval religion was, of course, Geoffrey Chaucer, whose Pardoner, from The Canterbury 

Tales, is the epitome of religious hypocrisy.31 Like Chaucer, the “Cockaygne” poet also seems to 

profess a frustration with religious hypocrisy, and uses his poem to criticize this adverse 

tendency of fourteenth-century religion.  

Baldick states that the “utopic genre has often been used as the basis of satire on 

contemporary life,” and likewise, the “Cockaygne” poet seeks just such an end through his 

work.32 It is unknown if this moral satire was directed at a particular institution or at hypocritical 

practices at all levels of the medieval religious hierarchy. However, several scholars have also 

suggested that because the collection of Kildare Poems show strong evidence of being 

Franciscan in origin or compilation, the moral satire contained in the poem must advance a 

particular Franciscan agenda—notably, their disdain for monks. P.L. Henry argues that the 

                                                
30Alan J. Fletcher, “The Topical Hypocrisy of Chaucer’s Pardoner,” The Chaucer Review 25, no. 2 (1990): 110–

111. 
31Fletcher, “The Topical Hypocrisy of Chaucer’s Pardoner,” 110.  
32 Baldick, The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, s.v. “Utopia.” 
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monastery in the poem is Inislounaght, a Cistercian settlement founded in twelfth century 

Ireland, because it is the only instance of a Cistercian abbey near an independent nunnery.33 

Thomas Garbáty instead suggests that the monastery is Athlone, located on the River Shannon, 

which he believes to be the real-world version of Cockaygne’s river of milk.34 Whether the 

monastery in question if Inislounaght, Athlone, or yet another, the “Cockaygne” poet’s 

description of a wayward group of monks draws attention to the frequent hypocritical tendencies 

of fourteenth-century monasticism.  

Throughout “The Land of Cockaygne,” the poet readily depicts the dangers of allowing 

hypocrisy, licentiousness, and greed to take root in religious institutions. Perhaps one might even 

argue that the poem represents a unique combination of the utopic genre, through which the poet 

depicts a more equal and superior society to that of his contemporary world, and the dystopic 

genre, through which he warns that if hypocrisy is not curbed, religion will descend into a state 

of anarchy akin to that experienced by the Cockaygne monks. Whatever the case, the poem 

remains an exceptional work that combines a revolutionary social critic and a significant moral 

satire into an advanced utopic fiction. 

  Indeed, “The Land of Cockaygne” should no longer be considered an “infantile” utopia 

in comparison to the political-challenging works of More and his descendants, but instead 

elevated to a position of pre-eminence alongside them. Not only does the “Cockaygne” poet 

indulge in amusing and bawdy wish fulfilment and social escapism, but he earnestly attempts to 

challenge and satirize several plights of his contemporary medieval society. Moreover, the poem 

also offers an exceptional insight into the hopes and desires of fourteenth-century medieval 

                                                
33P. L. Henry, “The Land of Cokaynge: Cultures in Contact in Medieval Ireland,” Studia Hibernica 12 (1972): 

140. 
34Thomas Garbáty, “Studies in the Franciscan ‘The Land of Cockaygne’ in the Kildare MS,” Franziskanische 

Studien 45 (1963): 140. 
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peasants, and thus is not only a significant work of utopic fiction, but a valuable source of 

historical information.  
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A Taste of Middle-Earth: The Role of Fantasy and The Lord of the Rings in the 1960s 

Caroline Ho 
 

Introduction 
 

Fantasy literature has long suffered the accusations of being a trivial, impractical genre, 

one intended only for children or for adults wishing to escape from the problems of the real 

world. These dismissals of fanciful escapism were especially potent in the period of the 1960s—

a period still grappling freshly with the atrocities of the Second World War, an age fraught with 

racial tensions and fears of communism and fascism, and an era during which faith in scientific 

progress no longer seemed certain.1 Yet accusations that fantasy served as a purely escapist 

genre with no pragmatic, productive purpose were met and countered by defenders who argued 

for the merits of fantasy as a medium for challenging these very issues. Proponents argued that 

fantasy was in fact singularly suited to addressing many of the dominant concerns of the decade, 

above what other genres and forms of media could provide. With the unprecedented popularity 

of J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings in the second half of the ’60s, many enthusiasts 

expressed their appreciation for the series, as an exemplar of fantasy, through new frameworks.  

Scholars have devoted considerable attention to the ’60s as a time of profound cultural 

transformation for literature and for other forms of art and expression—with new mediums, 

expanding limits and arenas of expression, new audiences on increasing generational and 

geographic scopes, and changing relationships between artists and their audiences. For example, 

Wheeler Winston Dixon, in Dark Humor in Films of the 1960s, conducts a comprehensive 

examination of how many previously taboo subjects and themes entered into more common 

                                                
1 The attitude of scepticism and fear about the destructive capabilities of technology manifested in many 

forms during this era. One clear example of this was voiced in the environmental movement and through writings 
like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), outlining the invisible and sometimes unknown dangers of pollutants. 
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cultural parlance through films, including some that were overt critiques of contemporary 

political and social atmospheres.2 Bart Moore-Gilbert and John Seed’s anthology examines the 

changes that occurred in many genres of art, including theatre, cinema, dance, and visual arts. 

Their introduction poses some theoretical challenges in examining the arts in the ’60s, such as 

the increasing contention between art cultivated by an established elite on one side, and the 

contributions of underground and countercultural creatives on the other.3 This dynamic of the 

traditional, academic elite versus the younger, less exclusive waves of artists and consumers is 

cast as a defining feature of the era by Tracy Hargreaves and Alice Ferrebe in their introduction 

to the Literature of the 1950s and 1960s edition of The Yearbook of English Studies.4 These 

scholars demonstrate that the ’60s witnessed a shift in common understandings of not just what 

constituted art, but also who had the power to create, define, and appreciate it. 

Did fantasy literature fit neatly into these many patterns and trends that characterized the 

complex, dynamic artistic climate of the ’60s? As Moore-Gilbert and Seed note, these trends, 

and the reactionary movements against them, were far from monolithic.5 Nonetheless, when 

examining the tensions between the traditional, purportedly more refined, purveyors of art and 

those newly gaining ground in the artistic scene, attitudes around fantasy literature illustrate the 

complexity of audience reception. Against outsiders and skeptics of the genre, fantasy’s 

proponents felt compelled to defend themselves, as Wendy Jago demonstrated in 1972, from 

                                                
2 Wheeler Winston Dixon, Dark Humor in Films of the 1960s (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 2–

31. 
3 Bart Moore-Gilbert and John Seed, “Introduction,” in Cultural Revolution? The Challenge of Arts in the 

1960s, ed. Bart Moore-Gilbert and John Seed (London: Routledge, 1992), 6–8. 
4 Tracy Hargreaves and Alice Ferrebe, “Introduction: Literature of the 1950s and 1960s,” The Yearbook of 

English Studies 42 (2012): 4–5. 
5 Moore-Gilbert and Seed, “Introduction,” in Cultural Revolution?, 1. 
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claims that fantasy was “lacking in genuine discrimination or taste.”6 Jago was referring 

specifically to children’s literature and the assertions that books written for younger readers only 

had merit for those target audiences. However, many writers and scholars had to face, and react 

against, implications that fantasy as a whole was only appropriate for children. Fantasists sought 

to establish that their literary genre did have value for all of society, not just for immature or 

indolent readers. They framed fantasy as having a deliberate, profound purpose. However, 

outside of academia, many readers and reviewers drew their own interpretations about fantasy’s 

messages and purposes. In this disparity of agreement, fantasy played a second role, signifying 

one’s dedication and authenticity of understanding. 

This paper first examines the scholarly arguments from the ’60s for the function of 

fantasy literature, particularly as it related to other forms of art, identifying the theoretical claims 

for cultural relevance. I then focus my analysis on The Lord of the Rings and its reception in 

newspaper and magazine reviews from the late ’60s. By using one specific work, I demonstrate 

that even among superficially similar readers, writing reviews and responses on the same books 

for similar publications, audiences drew different conclusions and used them to signal their own 

refinement of taste and understanding. I argue that fantasy literature operated on two functional 

levels: as an artistic avenue for challenging dominant cultural trends, and as a marker of one’s 

own status as a true, devoted reader. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
6 Wendy Jago, “‘A Wizard of Earthsea’ and the charge of escapism,” Children’s Literature in Education 8 

(1972): 22. 



 
 

57 
 

The Function of Fantasy as Art 

In order to examine the significance of the fantasy genre as it was seen by theorists and 

writers, we must begin with an understanding of what constituted fantasy. Although it is 

difficult, if not impossible, to impose strict categorical boundaries on a literary genre, 

contemporary definitions of fantasy’s characteristics provide a sufficient foundation for this 

paper’s analysis. Rudolf B. Schmerl, in a 1967 article in the Virginia Quarterly Review, provides 

a useful classification of fantasy as constructed by its author to be solidly outside the realm of 

reality for readers. He posits that fantasy should be understood as the “intentional and purposeful 

contradiction of our experiences, the deliberate presentation of improbabilities.”7 He defines 

fantasy in direct opposition to realistic fiction or other genres, most notably pitting it against 

science fiction, which he views as a lesser form of writing and creativity. Schmerl deems science 

fiction writers, with their reliance on flimsy veneers of scientific plausibility, “less talented” and 

guilty of an “undisciplined imagination.”8 The nuances of his distinctions need not be scrutinized 

here; this paper’s analysis is concerned with the distinction itself and his claims for the 

superiority of fantasy, based on its societal contributions. 

The value of the genre, according to Schmerl and other academic writers, stemmed from 

fantasy’s capabilities in examining and critiquing contemporary political and social realities as 

these literary scholars interpreted them. In Schmerl’s article “Who’s Afraid of Fantasy,” 

published in Arts in Society in 1969, he calls fantasy a “particularly appropriate literary method 

with which to attack totalitarianism,” able to allegorically represent historical events and 

situations in a more didactic manner than realistic fiction.9 Merle Fifield, writing in The English 

                                                
7 Rudolph B. Schmerl, “Fantasy as Technique,” The Virginia Quarterly Review 43, no. 4 (1967): 654. 
8 Schmerl, “Fantasy as Technique,” 650–51. 
9 Rudolph B. Schmerl, “Who’s Afraid of Fantasy?,” Arts in Society 6 (1969): 179. 
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Journal in 1966, similarly pits fantasy against other literary forms, arguing that fantasy is the 

only genre capable of imagining an ideal future, especially for younger generations. Creativity 

and the willingness to picture a better, alternative world, as shown by youth movements such as 

protests for desegregation, Fifield states, are “necessary to any significant improvement of the 

human condition.”10 

J. R. R. Tolkien, inarguably one of the most prominent and influential fantasy authors of 

the twentieth century, also situated the genre relative to other forms of writing and art, a position 

he articulates eloquently in his essay “On Fairy-Stories.” Although the essay was composed 

earlier in the century, it was revised and republished in 1964, suggesting that the author saw his 

words then to be just as relevant, if not more so. He postulates that fantasy is “not a lower but a 

higher form of Art, indeed the most nearly pure form, and so (when achieved) the most potent.” 

Other creative modes, such as visual arts and drama, fall short because they directly portray 

fantastic aspects through acting or images, therefore requiring less skill to create and to 

comprehend with one’s imagination.11 In addition, Tolkien does not outright reject the escapist 

function of fantasy, which at first seems to pit him against writers who argued for fantasy’s real-

world utility; however, his justification for escapism does align with the functionality described 

by Schmerl and others in offering alternatives to problematic political and societal structures. 

Tolkien frames fantasy as an entirely appropriate response to mid-twentieth-century conditions, 

since any rational reader, he muses, might well “arrive at the condemnation … of progressive 

things like factories, or the machine-guns and bombs that appear to be their most natural and 

inevitable, dare we say ‘inexorable,’ products.”12 Faced with such societal problems, Tolkien and 

                                                
10 Merle Fifield, “Fantasy in and for the Sixties,” The English Journal 55, no. 7 (1966): 841. 
11 J. R. R. Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories,” in Tree and Leaf  (London: HarperCollins Publishers, [1964] 2001), 

48. 
12 Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories,” 63–64. 
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other advocates for the genre theorized that fantasy alone, above other creative genres, allowed 

for the most effective subversion of pervasive contemporary challenges. 

However, all of these writings—in both their critiques of the contemporary system, as 

well as their claims for fantasy’s aptitude in expressing these critiques—were themselves very 

rooted within the power structures and cultural climates of the ’60s. As Schmerl points out, the 

definition of what falls within the boundaries of fantasy is very historically specific; certain 

stories and literary elements might be regarded as mere superstition by other audiences, and tales 

seen as patently impossible might seem within reach in later points in time, making the criteria 

for fantasy dependent on “sophistication … not just of the reader, but of the culture which a work 

of art simultaneously reflects and is perceived by.”13 Most importantly for this paper’s analysis, 

however, fantasy literature in the ’60s was seen as dependent on a shared sense of identity by its 

readers—a cultural identity that hinged largely on a shared mythos, especially a national one. 

Joan Selby, writing in 1962 about modern children’s fantasy literature, stated that writing fantasy 

for Canadian youth posed a unique difficulty because of Canada’s multiplicitous heritage. Since 

fantasy relied heavily on traditional myths and a common cultural background, she explained, 

Canadian fantasy faced the challenge of reconciling both Indigenous and European folklore.14 

Although she discusses only the Canadian perspective, similar ideas of fantasy’s national 

ambiguity manifested in other countries as well, particularly in the United States. Indeed, 

Patchen Mortimer suggests that part of the appeal of Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings was its 

freedom from a single overt national tie, since Tolkien himself created Middle-earth in part out 

of his own grapples with national identity. In crafting Middle-earth, he filled his own homeland 

of England with his Norse-influenced but largely original mythos to construct a land with which 

                                                
13 Schmerl, “Fantasy as Technique,” 645–46. 
14 Joan Selby, “The Creation of Fantasy,” Canadian Literature 11 (1962): 39-40. 
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people of any nation could identify—resonating especially with Americans who felt no 

association to a national mythos of their own.15  

However, theoretical arguments for fantasy’s functionality, as expressed in scholarly 

journals and pedagogic texts, do not automatically translate into the popular reception of works 

such as The Lord of the Rings, given the tension and perceived differences in cultural refinement 

between different audiences. One demonstration of this tension manifested particularly strongly 

in the New Wave dispute of the science fiction community in the mid- to late-’60s, as studied by 

Rob Latham. This dispute began with the changing editorial direction of the New Worlds 

magazine, a professional and well-known publication within the science fiction community that 

featured the works of many respected authors. Beginning in the middle years of the decade, 

prominent writer and editor Michael Moorcock promoted the magazine as venue for combating 

the staleness of established genre traditionalists. This “Old Guard” of elite writers, Moorcock 

felt, promoted an attitude of cliquishness and lacked contemporary engagement with younger 

writers and more pertinent societal themes. Latham traces the New World debate as it originated 

in the UK, then spread to the United States in the latter half of the decade, linking the two 

communities of science fiction writers in a literary environment of increasing cultural 

polarization.16 

Although Schmerl and other fantasists were quick to claim that their favoured genre was 

an entirely disparate category from science fiction, I argue that we can find patterns of fan and 

critic interaction in fantasy that are similar to the ones Latham identifies. Like science fiction, 

readers and scholars of fantasy perceived a stratification between standards of appreciation, 

between those knowledgeable readers who truly understood and appreciated the genre and those 
                                                

15 Patchen Mortimer, “Tolkien and Modernism,” Tolkien Studies 2 (2005): 118–120. 
16 Rob Latham, “New Worlds and the New Wave in Fandom: Fan Culture and the Reshaping of Science 

Fiction in the Sixties,” Extrapolation 47, no. 2 (2006): 297–307. 
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who did not. In fantasy, too, works were published and received within what Latham describes as 

the “institutional matrix” of writers, editors, and fans.17 Latham’s research focuses on the 

editorial direction and content of New Worlds as an alternate venue to more traditional and 

established publications; although I turn my analysis now to one specific and more widely-read 

publication—that is, The Lord of the Rings—his investigation is nonetheless useful in framing 

the forms of disagreement within a genre’s proponents. 

 
Reception of The Lord of the Rings in the 1960s 

Tolkien’s ground-breaking, phenomenally popular The Lord of the Rings serves as an 

excellent illustration of the complex dynamics of reception. Many literary scholars have 

conducted very thorough analyses on the series, its related works, and on Tolkien’s incredibly 

rich mythos.18 However, this paper’s concern is not with the series’ artistic and anthropological 

merit in itself, but rather with its reception and its perceived relevance in the ’60s, within the 

framework of the utility of fantasy literature. Using The Lord of the Rings, I show the power that 

a work of fantasy could have in demarcating artistic taste, within the changing paradigms of 

cultural refinement. In doing so, I demonstrate that readers and critics in the ’60s used works like 

Tolkien’s to navigate the new landscapes of artistic appreciation and position themselves within 

these landscapes as purveyors of literature. 

A few qualifications for the scope of this analysis must be laid out. First, focusing 

primarily on one work might seem at first to neglect the reactions to many other prominent 

fantasy books and novels of the decade, which obviously differed in popularity, thematic content, 

and targeted audiences—what Moore-Gilbert and Seed refer to as the “vertical tensions within 
                                                

17 Ibid., 297. 
18 Much academic research has been conducted on Tolkien’s works and the world of Middle-earth, 

including intensive literary analyses of The Lord of the Rings and his other writings, and linguistic studies on his 
constructed languages. See, for example, the scholarly journal Tolkien Studies.  
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particular art forms or genres,” the cultural representativeness and significance of different works 

within the same category.19 However, in the many reviews and analyses studied below, one can 

find references and comparisons to other works in and outside of the genre; in addition, due to 

the massive popularity and commercial success of Lord of the Rings, many books in the late ’60s 

advertised themselves as appealing to similar audiences, further suggesting that the series was 

perceived as an archetype by contemporary writers and publishers.20 Given its positioning 

relative to other literary and fantastic works, Tolkien’s saga can serve as a microcosm for the 

issues surrounding the role of fantasy as seen by different readers. Second, the voices heard in 

the following analysis are, for the most part, from a fairly narrow background: mainly American, 

and at least educated enough to be writing reviews and responses in mainstream newspapers and 

magazines. Yet even within these parameters, these readers express a range of interpretations of 

the series, and more importantly they frame their opinions and oppositional viewpoints in terms 

of their own discriminate literary taste. Using this particular source base demonstrates that such 

distinction of interpretation operates on more nuanced levels of appreciation. 

Although The Lord of the Rings was published in three volumes in the mid-’50s (The 

Fellowship of the Ring and The Two Towers in 1954, and The Return of the King in 1955), the 

series gained considerably more popularity after the publication of the second editions, including 

the release of an authorized paperback version in the US in late 1965.21 By the end of the decade, 

the series had become massively popular enough to merit academic study—such as Bruce 

Beatie’s article “The Tolkien Phenomenon: 1954–1968,” published in A Journal of Popular 

Culture in the spring of 1970, by which time the books had long surpassed the million mark in 
                                                

19 Moore-Gilbert and Seed, “Introduction,” in Cultural Revolution?, 7. 
20 Bruce Beatie, “The Tolkien Phenomenon: 1945–1968,” A Journal of Popular Culture 3, no. 4 (1970): 

696. 
21 Pat Reynolds, “The Lord of the Rings: The Tale of a Text,” Tolkien Society, accessed November 5, 2017, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20060908022929/http://www.tolkiensociety.com/tolkien/tale.html 
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sales. Beatie divides the phenomenon into three clear phases: The first, from 1954 to 1956, 

covering its immediate publication and reception in the form of reviews; the second, 1957 to 

1964, where the work was taken up by scholars who scrutinized its literary and mythic merits; 

and the third, from 1966 to the end of Beatie’s period of study, where the series moved in full 

force back to the public spotlight—where “the general reader (and the cultist) moved from the 

shadows into center-stage,” with the formation of clubs, societies, festivals, and other 

organizations and venues for fans to congregate.22 The evolution to different audiences that 

Beatie tracks is noteworthy in itself, but even more so is Beatie’s categorization of the distinct 

phases, although he acknowledges that the audiences and their phases are not actually so clear-

cut, and that plenty of readers outside of academia discovered, and shared their enthusiasm for, 

the volumes during the middle phase. Nevertheless, his recognition of the different strata of 

readership speaks to the observably different attitudes of each stratum. 

To explain the immense popularity of The Lord of the Rings, many writers emphasized its 

relatability and contemporary relevance to their own situations. As previously mentioned, Beatie 

and other writers attributed part of Tolkien’s success to his palatability and relatability to 

audiences beyond national borders, with Middle-earth appealing to readers in search of their own 

sense of national identity.23 Other contemporary literary theorists attributed the fictional world’s 

draw to more temporal factors, emphasizing the historical specificity of the themes of the books, 

as well-written fantasy was wont to do. Fifield, for example, suggests that, with The Lord of the 

Rings, Tolkien “has created a fantasy of the ‘little man’ who triumphs over twentieth-century 

                                                
22 Beatie, “The Tolkien Phenomenon,” 691–95, quote from 693. 
23 Leslie Millin notes in a 1968 Globe and Mail article that Tolkien’s works had by then been translated, 

thanks to the “dedication of Tolkien nuts,” into such languages as Polish, Japanese, Hebrew, and others, evidencing 
an even broader transnational appeal: Leslie Millin, “Who in the Name of Orcs and Hobbits is Tolkien?,” Globe and 
Mail, March 2, 1968, A4, ProQuest Historical Newspapers. Beatie also notes the translation of The Hobbit and The 
Lord of the Rings into a variety of foreign languages, in Beatie, “The Tolkien Phenomenon,” 690. 
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evils disguised as folk tale, chivalric, and science fiction characters.”24 Fifield draws direct 

parallels between plot elements and the very modern threats of the “fascist industrial complex,” 

“Big Business run amok,” and the “socio-economic evil” of “totalitarian Communism.25 As 

Beatie explains, most explanations for Tolkien’s phenomenal popularity hinged on “the 

existential Angst of the mid-twentieth-century,” if not explicitly on “the East-West conflict 

which shakes our mid-sixties world to its roots,” despite Tolkien’s denial of such allegorical 

relation, since his novels were conceived well before the outbreak of the Second World War and 

the Cold War.26 In fact, given that these connections to current events were not deliberately 

woven into the plot, readers’ extractions of the thematic parallels speaks powerfully to the 

readers’ own backgrounds and perspectives.  

For some readers, however, the significance of The Lord of the Rings ran deeper even 

than its contemporary connections: They also used their readings of the series as a marker of 

cultural refinement. A 1965 New York Times review by reporter Gerald Jonas gives voice to a 

sense of elitism amongst fans of the series, cultivable only through the proper channels of 

appreciation. He claims that the books are best enjoyed, and indeed should only be enjoyed, 

when the reader is also within sight of nature and greenery—a conclusion draw from his own 

multiple re-readings and additional research. Jonas anecdotally explains that he first read the 

books back when they “enjoyed a strictly ‘underground’ reputation, and knowledge of the books 

was passed along, like any cult-lore, from adept to novice.” Years later, he clearly laments the 

changed nature of the fan base: 

 
                                                

24 Fifield, “Fantasy in and for the Sixties,” 842. 
25 Ibid., 842–43. 
26 Beatie, “The Tolkien Phenomenon,” 697. Mortimer, “Tolkien and Modernism,” 123–24, similarly 

confirms that Tolkien’s series draw rough parallels to the author’s experiences in the First World War, but they 
should not be interpreted as allegorical representations of real-world events. 
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Now that a cheap paperback edition has been published, and the trilogy is 

becoming acceptable food for verbal canapés at cocktail parties, unsuspecting 

readers may assume that they can skim through the “Lord of the Rings” as if it 

were some tame bestseller or domesticated classic. Caveat lector!27 

 

 In addition to decrying the inclusion of the book into less cultured, revered spaces—both 

physical and social—Jonas also openly scorns comparisons to other, lesser forms of fiction. 

Whether or not his recommendation for a proper reading environment would have been well-

received by other fans, his tone is that of an enthusiast speaking on behalf of a wider, though 

notably exclusive, group of true appreciators. 

However, such literary superiority was not peaceably accepted by all readers of Tolkien, 

as a month later the New York Times published a letter to the editor from Judy Henry responding 

directly to Jonas’ assertive review. Henry opposes Jonas’ “dogmatic” rule of only reading the 

series in the presence of greenery, as well as his inclusion of his own experiences as a seasoned 

reader of Tolkien. Henry states she is “sure that other readers were also repulsed by the methods 

employed by Mr. Jonas”—hinting at a sense of community among readers less concerned with 

high-class appreciation, directly opposing Jonas’ implications of cliquishness.28 Henry rejects the 

suggestion that one needs any specific background, environment, or number of readings to prove 

one’s dedication, for in her view, “the books alone are all you need Ever.”29 

                                                
27 Gerald Jones, “Triumph of the Good,” review of Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, The Two 

Towers, and The Return of the King, by J. R. R. Tolkien, New York Times, October 31, 1965, BR78, ProQuest 
Historical Newspapers. 

28 Judy Henry, “Reading Tolkien,” letter to the editor, New York Times, November 28, 1965, BR79, 
ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 

29 Ibid. 
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Another exchange, this one taking place in the literary magazine The New York Review of 

Books in 1967, similarly illustrates two oppositional angles of reception, originating with 

Matthew Hodgart’s tepid reaction to the series. Hodgart begins with an examination of Tolkien’s 

“On Fairy-Stories” and the author’s rationale for fairy tales and fantasy as an art form, using the 

essay to inform his own review. Hodgart then lauds Tolkien’s wonderfully crafted secondary 

world of Middle-earth, but expresses far less fondness for the plot and the characters. The Lord 

of the Rings, Hodgart states, is a story whose “basic form is that of a John Buchan thriller,” with 

protagonists “mediated through the conventional attitudes of Victorian romantic fiction.”30 

Tolkien’s portrayal of good and evil is both overly Christian and infantilizing to readers: “More 

satisfactory to the imagination than the rational explanations of liberal humanism can ever be.”31 

As a piece of art, the series fails to distinguish itself on literary merit from other pieces; as a 

work of fantasy, it is fit for children, not the adult problems of the real world. In addition, 

Hodgart’s review drops mention throughout of a plethora of literary giants—including the Iliad, 

Irish epics, and the Chanson de Roland—as if his familiarity with these classics lends his 

dismissal of Tolkien the authority grounded in a solid education.32 

This review was countered by a response piece later in the year by Craig Harrison, then 

followed finally by another reply from Hodgart, continuing primarily with the topics of 

contemporary world issues and youth readership. Picking up Hodgart’s point about liberal 

humanism, Harrison criticizes the philosophical trend as he sees it manifested in 1967—for 

“Ethical relativism and liberal humanism may have been the philosophy of those who opposed 

repression in the Thirties, but it is more often employed in defense of brutality today,” he writes. 
                                                

30 Matthew Hodgart, “Kicking the Hobbit,” review of The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit, by J. R. R. 
Tolkien, The New York Review of Books, May 4, 1967, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/1967/05/04/kicking-the-
hobbit/. 

31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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Contending Hodgart’s point about the appeal to youth, and to students in particular, Harrison 

argues that this group is not populated with those who are immature and unconcerned with the 

real world, but rather “those who are most socially concerned and most intelligent.”33 Hodgart’s 

reply disagrees again on the question of liberal humanism: he begins the piece of writing, and 

leads into the topic, by stating that he had spent the last week following the 1967 Arab-Israeli 

War on television, then proceeds to note that “that parenthesis [of liberal humanism] has little to 

do with Tolkien.”34 It is difficult to conclude precisely how either Hodgart or Harrison 

conceptualized the philosophy of liberal humanism and where exactly their understandings 

clashed; yet their importation of these themes into their responses to Tolkien’s writing 

demonstrates the importance they placed on worldview for literary analysis. Political and social 

realities, real-world conflicts and the ideologies driving them, were inseparable from Tolkien’s 

works and their reception, especially when readings of and debates over a text showed 

themselves to be filtered through these perspectives, as the exchange between Hodgart and 

Harrison shows. 

Disagreements around literary interpretations are not a phenomenon exclusive to the ’60s, 

but the decade’s particular social strains situated these debates within a newly prominent 

framework of cultural attitudes and artistic elitism. With regards to The Lord of the Rings, the 

complex climate around the books is articulated clearly in Leslie Millin’s March 1968 Globe and 

Mail article, a piece attempting to explain to the general public who Tolkien was and why his 

books were so popular: “Middle Earth is the battleground of philosophers, the treasure chest of 

scholars, the dream world of LSD acidheads and the comfortable escape of many of its readers,” 

                                                
33 Craig Harrison, response to “Kicking the Hobbit,” by Matthew Hodgart, The New York Review of Books, 

September 28, 1967, http://www.nybooks.com /articles/1967/09/28/hobbit-forming-2/. 
34 Matthew Hodgart, reply to Craig Harrison, The New York Review of Books, September 28, 1967, 

http://www.nybooks.com /articles/1967/09/28/hobbit-forming-2/. 
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Millin declares, encapsulating the academic and countercultural aspects of its multifaceted 

reception. The writer goes on to describe the fanaticism of individuals and societies in the United 

States who have devoted themselves to learning Elvish, poring over Middle-earth history, and 

analyzing every literary, thematic, and anthropological aspect of the series in scholarly articles. 

Millin acknowledges a clear nationally-rooted difference in the culture of readership between 

countries: While the US is filled with cult-like societies, in Britain “appreciation of Tolkien is 

still something guarded by what used to be called the educated class,” and “Canadian 

appreciation lies somewhere in between.”35 However, a sense of elite exclusivity appears too in 

the North American context, maintained by those who believed they knew the right way to read, 

understand, and appreciate The Lord of the Rings.  

Finally, the very framing of Millin’s article speaks to the positioning of fantasy as a genre 

relative to the literary trends of the era. Posing the question of who Tolkien is, Millin’s 

subheading provides the immediate answer: “Oxford don, author of no-sex bestsellers, creator of 

Middle Earth and adult fantasy, is who.”36 These are the attention-grabbing characteristics 

deemed relevant, by Millin or by the Globe and Mail editor, to understanding the distinctiveness 

of Tolkien’s works. The relative paucity of romantic and sexual content is also noted in the 

exchange between Hodgart and Harrison, particularly in the latter’s comment that “it is a lack 

which is easily compensated these days,” presumably in other literature and art.37 As for Millin’s 

labelling of Tolkien’s writings as “adult fantasy,” this directly addresses the mainstream 

perception that fantasy is for children, which is, as explained above, precisely the notion that 

                                                
35 Millin, “Who in the Name of Orcs,” A4. 
36 Ibid., A5. 
37 Harrison, response to “Kicking the Hobbit.” 
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scholars and theorists sought to disprove in their justifications for the role of fantasy. Fantasy in 

the ’60s was for anyone willing to prove their dedication and distinction of taste. 

 

Conclusion: Interpretations of the 1960s 

Reinterpretation of The Lord of the Rings has continued far beyond the 1960s, with each 

analysis channeling both the cultural attitudes of its age and its individual reader’s perspective; 

nonetheless, the climate of reception in the ’60s possesses a unique character. Readers and critics 

in this decade saw a world of increasing disenchantment with governments, traditional 

educational systems, the promises of scientific progress, and other societal structures and 

patterns. In works like The Lord of the Rings, readers sought both parallels to their own problems 

and a means of escape from them. Yet in the real world, they also sought new modes of cultural 

identification, especially in the US where national lines seemed to be eroding, which gave the 

secondary worlds created in fantasy literature a deeper appeal. As attitudes around art and 

expression expanded and evolved, fantasy works took on new meanings for their readers—and 

the very capacity to grasp these meanings gained cultural power itself. 

A story, whether fantastic or otherwise, is never composed in a vacuum. Its creator’s 

societal positioning, surrounding cultural norms, available mediums of expressions, and many 

other factors shape the story’s structural and thematic content. But neither is a story transmitted 

and received in precisely these same conditions as its inception. In the ’60s, fantasy was 

understood from a theoretical perspective to have a privileged role and duty in illuminating and 

critiquing contemporary social norms, and many writers did use the genre as an artistic channel 

for envisioning a different world altogether. Yet fantasy also served another role by allowing 

readers to demarcate their tastes and their appreciation of the best, most societally enriching 
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literature. One might argue that part of fantasy’s power lies in its timelessness and universality of 

its themes—but how these themes are read and interpreted is anything but ahistorical. 
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(Re)making Vancouver: Settler-Colonial Urban Planning and the Transformation of 
Sen̓áḵw 

Melissa Haberl 

Introduction 

The history of settler-colonialism in Vancouver is at its core a story of Indigenous 

deracination and spatial transformation. ‘Discovered,’ claimed, and dispossessed by European 

settlers, the ancestral homelands of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), səl̓ilwətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh), 

and Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) peoples have since the 1800s been appropriated and remade 

according to the urban spatial desires of an intruding settler society.1 In the early 20th century, the 

historic Sḵwx̱wú7mesh village of Sen̓áḵw2 was a particular target of Vancouver’s growing settler 

populace. Formerly located at present-day Vanier Park, below and to the northwest of the 

Burrard Bridge, Sen̓áḵw in the 1920s was a major focus of urban planners and their visions for 

the emerging city. Vancouver city planners imagined Sen̓áḵw as a park within a larger system of 

parks and pleasure drives. The large parks system – designed to satisfy the bourgeois recreational 

desires of urban settlers – was deemed vital to the ultimate goal of crafting a unified, progressive 

Vancouver. Urban planners identified Sen̓áḵw as key to developing a modern city capable of 

meeting the recreational demands of its settler residents and in turn relied on the dispossession of 

the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh community at Sen̓áḵw to secure access to the site.  

                                                
1 I would like to start by acknowledging that this paper was written on the traditional, ancestral, and 

unceded homelands of the hən̓q̓əmin̓əm̓ and Sḵwx̱wú7mesh speaking Coast Salish peoples. As a settler person of 
German and Austrian descent from the Mi’kmaq territory of Epekwitk (Prince Edward Island), I recognize that I 
study, work, and live as an uninvited guest on these lands and for this I am grateful every day to my xʷməθkʷəy̓əm, 
Sḵwx̱wú7mesh, and səl̓ilwətaɁɬ hosts. 

2 Sen̓áḵw, typically anglicized as Snauq or Snawk, has many spellings in textual historical records. I use 
the current Sḵwx̱wú7mesh spelling, Sen̓áḵw, according to its listing in the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Language Place Names 
Map recently launched by Kwi Awt Stelmexw. For details and pronunciation, see http://squamishatlas.com/. The 
area is also called sən̓aʔqʷ by the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm community in their language, hən̓q̓əmin̓əm̓. For pronunciation, see 
Musqueam Place Names Web Mapping Portal, http://www.musqueam.bc.ca/musqueam-our-history-web-map.   
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Through an investigation of the city’s first comprehensive plan, A Plan for the City of 

Vancouver Including Point Grey and South Vancouver, 1929 (hereafter referred to by its 

common name, the Bartholomew Plan), this essay will explore the nexus of urban planning, 

settler-colonial claims to territory, and spatial transformation in Vancouver as they related to and 

hinged on the dispossession of Sen̓áḵw in the early to mid 20th century. It will contend that 

Vancouver’s urban planners in the 1920s worked to transform the Indigenous space of Sen̓áḵw 

by deracinating Sḵwx̱wú7mesh ancestral ties to the area and framing it as an exclusively settler 

zone of recreation and leisure, thus securing settler-colonial access to the land. Part and parcel 

with larger plans to craft a unified urban centre, the transformation of Sen̓áḵw was a critical 

component in the design of a large parks system and, by extension, the construction of the 

emergent settler city. This essay will ultimately argue that, in an effort to craft a cohesive and 

progressive Vancouver, urban planners in the 1920s eliminated and erased Sḵwx̱wú7mesh 

territorial history and belonging at Sen̓áḵw to remake the site into a recreational space to be used 

and controlled exclusively by settler colonist society. Urban planners worked to further spatial 

transformation and territorial dispossession in the city and thus city planning was also key 

technology for perpetuating settler-colonial rule in 20th century Vancouver. 

Contextualizing Sen̓áḵw: A Brief Historical Overview 

 A discussion of the Bartholomew Plan and its vision for transforming Sen̓áḵw first 

necessitates a brief overview of how the site became a specific target of settler-colonial 

dispossession and development. Early settler interests in the site and its eventual illegal sale in 

1913 constitute the historical context leading up to the 1920s push by urban planners to 

transform the space into a park, and thereby require consideration. A seasonal xʷməθkʷəy̓əm and 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh village since time immemorial, frequented yearly during summertime for fishing 
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and other community purposes,3 Sen̓áḵw became a permanent Sḵwx̱wú7mesh settlement in the 

mid 1800s as Sḵwx̱wú7mesh men increasingly took up employment in the emergent wage-labour 

economy of the nearby Burrard Inlet sawmills.4 The village housed a large longhouse in which 

the majority of the community lived, several individual houses, an orchard, and a graveyard, and 

was first permanently established by Chief Chepx̱im Siy̓am – the great-granduncle of renowned 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Chief and historian, August Jack Khatsahlano.5 Khatsahlano (see Figure 1), born 

at Sen̓áḵw in 1877, lived in the village with his wife and children until 1913. In 1868, Sen̓áḵw  

Figure	1	View	of	Sen̓áḵw	showing	Chief	August	Jack	Khahtsalano,	his	wife	Swanamia,	and	a	child	in	a	dugout	canoe.	Photograph	

by	W.	Chapman,	ca.	1907.	The	City	of	Vancouver	Archives	photograph	collection.	Reference	code	AM1376-:	CVA	1376-203.	

 
                                                

3	For descriptions of pre-contact Sḵwx̱wú7mesh occupation and fishing practices at Sen̓áḵw, see Major J.S. 
Matthews, Early Vancouver, Vol. 2 (Vancouver: City of Vancouver, 2011), and August Jack Khahtsahlano and J.S. 
Matthews, Conversations with Khahtsahlano, 1932-1954 (Vancouver: City of Vancouver, 1967). For a depiction of 
xʷməθkʷəy̓əm presence in the area, see the Musqueam Place Names Web Mapping Portal, 
http://www.musqueam.bc.ca/musqueam-our-history-web-map.  

4 Jean Barman, “Race, Greed and Something More: The Erasure of Urban Indigenous Space in Early 
Twentieth Century British Columbia,” in Making Settler Colonial Space: Perspectives on Race, Place and Identity, 
ed. Penelope Edmonds and Tracey Banivanua-Mar (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 157.   

5 Major J.S. Matthews, Early Vancouver, Vol. 2 (Vancouver: City of Vancouver, 2011), 16.  
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was established as a thirty-seven-acre reserve and officially entitled Kitsilano Indian Reserve 6.  

Six years later, the Joint Indian Reserve Commission6 expanded the reserve to eighty acres – the 

size it would remain until the arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) in 1886.7 

The arrival of the railway was a major turning point in the residential, public and 

industrial development of Vancouver and sparked, for the first time, substantial settler interest in 

Sen̓áḵw. In 1886, the CPR itself was granted 10.5 acres of the reserve for the development of a 

trestle bridge across False Creek and, in the following years, provincial officials, private 

investors, and industry businessmen increasingly sought to acquire from the Dominion 

Government the remainder of the reserve for various competing development plans.8 By the 

early 1900s the site had become a prominent settler political topic and the local Province 

newspaper frequently featured headlines proclaiming statements such as, “Indian Reservation 

May Be Lost to Vancouver,” “To Secure the Indian Reserve,” “Reservation May be Ours,” and 

“Indians Refuse to Vacate.”9 Concerted attempts by various settler parties to attain title to the site 

occurred in 1902-05 and 1908-09 before culminating in 1912-13 when the Kitsilano Reserve was 

finally sold, illegally, to the Province of British Columbia.  

Asserting that it had revisionary rights to the reserve lands (which fell, since BC’s entry 

into Confederation in 1871, under the Dominion jurisdiction of the Department of Indian 

Affairs), the BC government by the 1910s harboured “strong desires to secure the reserve,” and 

thus the Province, incited by growing “pressure from whites” in Vancouver and persistent 

                                                
6 The Joint Indian Reserve Commission was a three-person cooperative Dominion-Provincial commission 

which travelled across British Columbia from 1876-78 assessing and allotting reserve lands to the province’s 
Indigenous communities. For a detailed discussion of the Commission, see Cole Harris, Making Native Space: 
Colonialism, Resistance and Reserves in British Columbia (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002), Chapter 5.   

7 Barman, “Race, Greed and Something More,” 157.  
8	William John Zaharoff, “Success in Struggle: The Squamish People and Kitsilano Indian Reserve No. 6,” 

(PhD diss., Carleton University, 1978), 75-6. 
9	Cited in Jean Barman, “Erasing Indigenous Indigeneity in Vancouver,” BC Studies, no. 155 (2007): 13-4. 
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rejections by the federal government to transfer title, began directly brokering a sale with the 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh in 1912.10 Despite earlier refusals to sell, the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh at Sen̓áḵw by the 

1910s had experienced dramatic employment losses caused by downturns in the wage-labour 

economy and thus, faced with economic crisis, limited options, and ultimately a matter of 

survival, were forced into dealings with the Province.11 Negotiations were rife with deceit, 

threats and coercive tactics by provincial players12 and spanned well over a year before resulting 

in the April 1913 sale of the Kitsilano Reserve to the BC Government.13 Despite competing 

offers and much higher estimates as to the value of the land in question, Sḵwx̱wú7mesh heads of 

family (20 in total) were paid a mere $11,250 each, and the community $1000 for the 

exhumation and transport of burial remains.14 No new reserve was allocated, and thus on April 

9th, 1913, the community’s twenty-odd families loaded their belongings onto barges and were 

indefinitely removed from Sen̓áḵw and relocated to a variety of other, more northern 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh reserves.15 Within days of the removal, the longhouse and other homes, “under 

the instructions of the provincial government,” were “torn down” and “burned.”16  

 Yet, while the long sought-after sale was initially heralded as a great success by the 

Province and settler-Vancouverites, the legality and jurisdictional issues of the deal were quickly 

called into question by the federal government. Brought under fire in the House of Commons in 

                                                
10 Zaharoff, “Success in Struggle,” 78. 
11 Ibid., 75. 
12 Barman, “Erasing Indigenous Indigeneity in Vancouver,” 16. 
13 Details of the Kitsilano Reserve sale are complex and a point of historical debate. Sḵwx̱wú7mesh 

accounts, moreover, are only minimally represented in textual historical records and available secondary literature. 
A complete discussion of the event falls beyond the bounds of this paper. For a more in depth treatment of the topic, 
see Zaharoff, “Success in Struggle,” 79-110. 

14 Zaharoff, 92. 
15 Barman, “Erasing Indigenous Indigeneity in Vancouver,” 16. 
16 Inspector of Indian agency report, cited in House of Commons Debates, 12th Parliament, 2nd Session, vol. 

6 (May 26, 1913): 10827.  
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the weeks after its finalization, the sale was challenged by Member of Parliament, Frank Oliver, 

who asserted: “The Indian cannot alienate his land, nor can he alienate his interest in the land; 

that alienation can only take place, under the Indian Act, by and with the consent of the 

Department of Indian Affairs or of the Dominion Government.”17 While Oliver’s opposition was 

likely rooted in a desire to maintain federal control over the sale and management of reserve 

lands and less concerned with the rights of the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh, his remark ultimately laid bare 

the legal dilemma that would mire the Kitsilano Reserve land question for some fifty years to 

come. Though the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh were removed and the Province of BC had directly purchased 

the reserve, the Dominion Government did not recognize the transaction, as per Indian Act law, 

which designated the federal government as having sole title to and authority over the sale or 

transfer of reserve lands. The illegality of the transaction “intensified existing conflicts” between 

the two levels of government over administration and ownership of Indigenous land and stymied 

settler development at the site for decades.18 Embroiled in a jurisdictional quagmire, Sen̓áḵw 

remained essentially vacant and riddled with legal roadblocks to development for over twenty 

years after the sale. Indeed, it was these circumstances which led the site to remain ‘available’ 

for appropriation by 1920s urban planners and their visions for its transformation.   

The Bartholomew Plan 

  In the summer of 1926, the American architectural firm, Harland Bartholomew and 

Associates, entered into an agreement with the City of Vancouver to create, in collaboration with 

                                                
17 Hon. Frank Oliver, cited in House of Commons Debates, 12th Parliament, 2nd Session, vol. 5 (April 24, 

1913): 8467. 
18 Zaharoff, 113. For a history of Dominion-Province relations and tensions in relation to the administration 

of Indigenous land, see Harris, Making Native Space, Chapters 4-6.   
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the Vancouver Town Planning Commission, the city’s first comprehensive urban plan.19 Harland 

Bartholomew, a leading figure in 20th century urban planning, authored major plans for hundreds 

of cities across the world and was known for his conception of the modern city as an “amalgam 

of parts” requiring consolidation by way of specific scientific and comprehensive urban 

planning.20 In Vancouver, this emphasis on consolidation and the construction of urban unity 

became a defining feature of the plan produced by Bartholomew’s firm and the Town Planning 

Commission. The authors of the Bartholomew Plan developed it in accordance with the 

incorporation of the municipalities of South Vancouver and Point Grey into Vancouver in 1929 

and fittingly envisioned the city as a united and “organized entity.”21 In the Plan’s foreword, 

Bartholomew asserts that “the Burrard Peninsula is an area of natural physical unity,” and as 

such “should be developed as a unit.”22 He characterizes the amalgamation of Vancouver’s 

suburbs as “fundamentally sound,” and warns against “arbitrary political boundaries and 

jurisdictions” which he deems “apt to become responsible for physical maladjustments” in the 

city.23 The Plan itself goes on to describe that it was “only within the last four or five years that 

people began to strive to form an idea of Vancouver as a unit,” and that, in turn, “Greater 

Vancouver must be planned as a unit in order to obtain the maximum efficiency in its physical 

expansion.”24 Plans for the so-called “new city” thus emphasized, first and foremost, the creation 

                                                
19	Vancouver Town Planning Commission and Harland Bartholomew and Associates, A Plan for the City 

of Vancouver Including Point Grey and South Vancouver and General Plan for the Region, 1929 (Vancouver, 
1929): 10. 

20	Joseph Heathcott, “‘The Whole City Is Our Laboratory’: Harland Bartholomew and the Production of 
Urban Knowledge,” Journal of Planning History 4, no. 4 (2005): 322-4. 

21	Vancouver Town Planning Commission and Harland Bartholomew and Associates, A Plan for the City 
of Vancouver, 25. 

22 Harland Bartholomew, cited in A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 10.  
23	Ibid.  
24 A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 23, 314.  
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and maintenance of urban cohesion.25 Or, in other words, urban planners imagined a settler urban 

unity that would decisively exclude Native spaces.       

 Approaches to creating a cohesive modern city subsequently involved developing a 

system of large parks and ‘pleasure drives’ capable of satisfying the bourgeois recreational 

desires of the city’s growing settler populace. A “park system in scale with the metropolis to be,” 

linked by a series of “wide, restricted traffic ways designed to afford the motorist genuine 

pleasure in driving over them” was thus proposed (see Figure 2) with the dual aim of connecting 

various sections of the city and of meeting the perceived recreational demands of urban settlers.26  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
25 Ibid., 24.  
26 Ibid., 201.  
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Figure	2	Map	of	the	Bartholomew	Plan’s	proposed	large	parks	and	pleasure	drives	system.	A	Plan	for	the	City	of	Vancouver	
Including	Point	Grey	and	South	Vancouver,	Plate	47.	 

 
“The modern city,” reads the Plan, “should be encircled by a series of large outlying natural 

parks. These areas, all connected by a system of pleasure drives, should offer wholesome retreat 

from the noisy, busy city.”27 Urban planners thus imagined a comprehensive parks system which 

would provide settlers ample (and apparently critical) recreational escapes from hectic city life 

while at once coherently ‘encircling’ the outlying expanses of the city. Park spaces and pleasure 

drives, along with play areas for children and community centres, “when considered as a system” 

were designed to “reach every age group and touch every part of the city,” thereby ensuring all 

members of the progressive urban centre access to sites of recreation and leisure.28 Visions for 

Vancouver’s modern development thus hinged on acquiring and creating future park spaces and, 

                                                
27 Ibid., 175.  
28 Ibid., 176. 
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in turn, the deracination of the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh and the transformation of Sen̓áḵw. 

 More so than any other site in the city, the Bartholomew Plan emphasized the Kitsilano 

Reserve as a required acquisition in the realization of the large parks system. While city planners 

also targeted the Musqueam Reserve as a proposed future park site29 (revealing that the 

dispossession and transformation of Indigenous spaces for the development the parks system, 

and ultimately for acquiring territory, was a city-wide strategy), much greater attention was paid 

to the Kitsilano reserve. “It is quite certain,” states the document, “that future studies of the 

recreation needs of Greater Vancouver will confirm … that all, or practically all, the Kitsilano 

area will be required as a park.”30 “The Reserve,” it continues, “though only some 80 acres, is a 

very important part of the proposed park system… [and] should carry the tennis courts, baseball 

fields, and other recreational facilities needed by a dense population.”31 Posited as a crucial 

component in designs for the future parks system, the acquisition of Sen̓áḵw is subsequently 

presented in the Plan as essential to the successful development of a modern and ‘healthy’ 

Vancouver. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the closing passage of the Plan’s introduction: 

...lastly, but by no means least, we look forward to Vancouver as a bright and happy 
city and realize that this result will be achieved largely by the aid given by the plan to 
the preservation of the Kitsilano Reserve and […] the construction of a system of 
parks and driveways which have always been desirable but which, in these days of 
rapid communication, are essential in order to satisfy the recreational desires of a 
healthy and vigorous community.32 

 
Sen̓áḵw thus emerges as a linchpin in the Bartholomew Plan’s larger designs for a parks system 

suited to the recreational demands of a ‘bright and happy’ modern settler city. The Kitsilano 

                                                
29 For comments on the intent to dispossess and appropriate the Musqueam Reserve, see A Plan for the City 

of Vancouver, 201, 203.   
30 A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 202.  
31 Ibid., 202-3.  
32 Ibid., 26. 
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Reserve stood squarely in the way of the proposed park space, and thus, in the eyes of the Town 

Planning Commission, the “future health … of Vancouver demanded [its] acquisition by the 

City.”33 Urban planners, however, endeavored to appropriate Sen̓áḵw for the development of a 

park not simply by pushing to acquire title to the site, but by erasing Sḵwx̱wú7mesh histories and 

belonging on the land and presenting it as an available and unquestionably settler space.  

Indigenous Deracination and the Creation of Settler Space  

 The erasure of Indigenous history and presence at Sen̓áḵw by urban planners, intimately 

linked to maintaining dispossession and enabling development, was crucial to remaking the site 

into a specifically settler place. As urban historian Nicolas Kenny notes in his discussion of 

‘forgotten pasts’ in Vancouver, “urban development [came] to be predicated upon a deliberate 

and brutal denial of the past.”34 In the case of Sen̓áḵw, this statement could not be more apt. In 

its discussion of the Kitsilano Reserve, the Bartholomew Plan obscures and silences histories of 

Indigenous occupation and of dispossession at Sen̓áḵw in order to portray the site as an 

indisputably settler space. It describes how “public interest in the Reserve was first expressed 

when the area was set aside for the use and benefit of Indian residents of British Columbia,” and 

that this “purpose was laudable whilst the Indians used the land. But now they have gone and the 

parcel is virtually a waste space.”35 The document then characterizes the Province’s purchase or 

“public ownership” of the site as “a stroke of fortune” and declares: “If the people of Vancouver 

want this park, they can have it.”36 Lengthy and contested processes of deracination and colonial 

efforts to eliminate Sḵwx̱wú7mesh presence at the site are thereby reduced to a simple act of 
                                                

33 Jordan Stranger-Ross, “Municipal Colonialism in Vancouver: City Planning and the Conflict over Indian 
Reserves, 1928–1950s,” Canadian Historical Review 89, no. 4 (2008): 553-4. 

34 Nicolas Kenny, “Forgotten Pasts and Contested Futures in Vancouver,” British Journal of Canadian 
Studies 29, no. 2 (2016): 178. 

35 A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 202.  
36 Ibid., 203.  
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fate, and millennia-long Sḵwx̱wú7mesh claims to the land are altogether obscured. The Plan thus 

erases Indigenous rights to the space in order to present it as an incontrovertibly settler site.   

This practice of erasure, moreover, was not only limited to the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh at Sen̓áḵw, 

but extended to all Indigenous peoples and histories in the Vancouver area. Indeed, the Plan’s 

introduction begins by asserting that “the history of the townsite, which is bound up with that of 

Burrard Inlet, commences with the constitutional history of the mainland of British Columbia,” 

and describes that “in older lands many romantic incidents and tales would be unfolded in the 

course of an investigation into a city's history, [but] in the case of Vancouver, conditions are 

entirely different, for our researches are limited to a span of seventy years…”37 Urban planners 

thus entirely denied, omitted, and silenced millennia-long Coast Salish histories on the land, 

thereby painting it as an available space to be taken up and transformed according to the spatial 

desires of an alien society. Aside from the aforementioned discussion of the Kitsilano Reserve 

and two brief comments regarding the Musqueam Reserve, no mention of Indigenous peoples or 

their ancestral presence on lands now known as Vancouver appears anywhere in the document. 

This act of erasure in turn constituted part of a larger colonial trend in 20th century Canada.  

Relegated to a primitive past, Indigenous peoples and the reserves they were constrained 

to were seen by city officials, urban planners, and settler society at the time as incongruent with 

emerging ‘modern’ city spaces. As urban social geographer Evelyn Peters has argued, “colonial 

constructions of the Canadian nation involved the creation of narrowly circumscribed native 

territories or reserves separate from metropolitan centers.”38 Indigenous peoples, subjected to a 

“racialized juxtaposition of civilization and savagery,” were associated with the past and thus 

                                                
37 Ibid.  
38 Evelyn Peters, “‘Our City Indians’: Negotiating the Meaning of First Nations Urbanization in Canada, 

1945-1975,” Historical Geography 30 (2002): 75, emphasis mine.  
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imagined by settler society as belonging outside the bounds of the modern city.39 Former Prime 

Minister Sir Wilfred Laurier exemplified this sentiment in 1911 in the House of Commons when 

he stated: “Not only in the province of British Columbia, but in the other provinces, where a 

reserve is in the vicinity of a growing town, as is the case in several places, it becomes a source 

of nuisance and an impediment to progress.”40 Conceptual and physical boundaries between 

‘civilized,’ ‘progressive’ urban spaces and so-called ‘primitive Natives’ were thus drawn, and 

played a role in settler-colonial planning and spatial construction. In the case of Sen̓áḵw, such 

sentiments drove urban planning efforts to erase indigeneity at the site. Settler Vancouverites 

“viewed the property as important to the city’s growth and the Native presence there as an 

impediment to urban development,” and thus the very continued existence of the site as an 

untransformed Indigenous space in Vancouver upset perceptions of a cohesive, progressive, and 

decidedly settler city.41 Sen̓áḵw as a Sḵwx̱wú7mesh space was fundamentally incongruent with 

plans for the large parks system and the development of the modern city. The Bartholomew Plan 

thus sought to erase Indigeneity at the site (and across the city more broadly) in order to remake 

the reserve into an exclusively settler space of recreation and leisure.  

Recreational Space, Urban Anxieties and Social Control   

 Sen̓áḵw’s ongoing presence in the 1920s as an undeveloped Indigenous space not only 

disrupted visions of the modern settler city, but stood as an obstacle to urban planning efforts to 

quell deep-seated anxieties about urban progress. While the metropolitan centre in the early 20th 

century was typically lauded as the pinnacle of modernity, innovation, and development, city 
                                                

39 Cole Harris, Making Native Space: Colonialism, Resistance and Reserves in British Columbia 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002), 268. 

40 Sir Wilfred Laurier, cited in House of Commons Debates, 11th Parliament, 3rd Session, vol. 4 (April 19, 
1911): 7249. 

41	Robert A.J. McDonald, Making Vancouver: Class, Status and Social Boundaries, 1863-1913 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 1996), 217. 
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officials and planners at the time also grappled with “troubling concerns about urban 

environments” and “deep misgivings about progress.”42 The “reduction of outdoor spaces and 

the elimination of household manual labour,” as well as the urban realities of living in dense 

housing arrangements, sharing constricted public spaces, and “delinquency on city streets” led 

urban planning across North America to be “tinged with insecurity” and marked by efforts to 

mitigate the drawbacks of modern city life.43 Evidence of such misgivings and an effort to 

respond to them appear throughout the Bartholomew Plan. “It is not enough merely to build a 

clean, healthful, orderly, smooth-functioning urban organism,” reads the document, rather “in 

every possible way [the city] must erase from the mind of the city dweller the monotony of daily 

tasks, the ugliness of factories, shops and tenements and the fatigue of urban noises.”44 The Plan 

subsequently emphasized the need for a recreational parks system and explained that “a series of 

large outlying natural parks … should embrace and preserve for the city dweller all types of the 

native landscape around the city… More and more are contacts with wild nature necessary in this 

age of confinement and artificiality.”45 Proposed park spaces were thus posited as essential 

recreational outlets for a cramped settler populace overburdened by an ‘artificial,’ ‘noisy,’ and 

‘monotonous’ urban world, and were thus key to assuaging anxieties about urban progress.  

 Quelling settler angst over city life via the development of the large parks system was in 

turn key to maintaining desired public conduct and social control in Vancouver. Portrayed in the 

Plan as crucial outlets for recreation, parks were envisioned as the solution to the looming threats 

of misbehaviour and delinquency at the heart of urban anxieties harboured by city planners. The 

proposed system of large parks and pleasure drives, designed to satisfy the recreational needs of 

                                                
42 Stranger-Ross, “Municipal Colonialism in Vancouver,” 556. 
43 Ibid.  
44 Ibid., 237. 
45 A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 175. 
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a growing urban populace, was thus seen as a requirement for achieving and maintaining an 

orderly society. David Scott’s concept of colonial governmentality here arises as a compelling 

lens through which to assess the phenomenon. Expanding on Foucault’s original theory, Scott 

defines governmentality in the colonial world as a “distinctive political rationality … in which 

power comes to be directed … so as to produce not so much extractive-effects on colonial bodies 

as governing-effects on colonial conduct.”46 Colonial governmentality thus orders how both 

Indigenous and settler peoples are to behave and act in the colonial society, and is presented by 

Scott as a principal mechanism for securing colonial social control. In the case of Vancouver, 

urban planners endeavoured to create a parks system that would satisfy the recreational appetites 

of its settler populace in order to fend off perceived urban tendencies toward misconduct and 

delinquency. Urban planning (and its strategic emphasis on the construction of park spaces) was 

employed as a means of producing certain desired effects on public conduct and thus emerges as 

an intriguing mechanism of settler-colonial social control in the city.  

 A key component in the proposed parks system, the Kitsilano Reserve was the linchpin in 

the Bartholomew Plan’s recreational spatial scheme. Sen̓áḵw, deemed “a most useful [future] 

element in the in-town recreation system,” constituted a critical unit within a larger system of 

interdependent parts.47 “In the modern urban era,” argues historian Jordan Stranger-Ross, “the 

metropolitan area was envisioned as organic” in that “the health of each appendage depended 

upon that of the others.”48 Reserves like Kitsilano, considered “wasteful in themselves” could 

thus “destroy other parts of the city” if left undeveloped, or more specifically, unincorporated 

                                                
46 David Scott, "Colonial Governmentality," Social Text 43 (1995): 204, emphasis mine.  
47 A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 203. 
48 Stranger-Ross, 555.  
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into the system of recreation needed by Vancouver’s growing urban society.49 The Kitsilano 

Reserve was thus a key site upon which the functioning of the larger recreational system of parks 

and pleasure drives depended. Sen̓áḵw, seen by urban planners as essential to satisfying urban 

recreational needs, was in turn necessary in the quelling of anxieties about urban progress and 

the maintenance of social control. Urban plans for the development of the modern settler city 

thus in part relied on transforming the Kitsilano Reserve into a settler space of recreation.  

Framing Sen̓áḵw: Spatial Construction and Settler-Colonial Rule    

  Urban planning and public interests in Sen̓áḵw in the 20th century were fundamentally 

about spatial transformation and the need to construct settler space. As Banivanua-Mar and 

Edmonds argue, settler-colonialism throughout the 16th to 21st centuries, by virtue of the fact that 

Indigenous peoples “were already present in the places to which people moved,” demanded that 

“new meaning and social demography […] be carved and asserted over existing and enduring 

Indigenous spaces.”50 Settler-colonialism, at its core a “process of remaking space,” thereby 

relied on the capacity of settlers to transform Indigenous lands into their own visions for a new 

society.51 In Vancouver, the Bartholomew Plan’s aim of developing the Kitsilano Reserve into a 

park in turn arises as a fundamentally settler-colonial project of remaking Indigenous territory 

into settler space. Urban design theorist Kim Dovey’s concept of ‘framing places’ sheds light on 

the workings of spatial construction and is here helpful in analyzing the Plan’s designs for the 

transformation of Sen̓áḵw. In his introduction to Framing Places, Dovey explains:  

Used as a verb, to ‘frame’ means to ‘shape’ things, and also to ‘enclose’ them in a 

                                                
49	Ibid. 
50 Tracey Banivanua-Mar and Penelope Edmonds, “Introduction: Making Space in Settler Colonies,” in 

Making Settler Colonial Space: Perspectives on Race, Place and Identity, ed. Penelope Edmonds and Tracey 
Banivanua-Mar (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010): 1. 

51 Ibid. 
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border – like a mirror or picture. As a noun, a ‘frame’ is an established ‘order’ and a 
‘border.’ ‘Framing’ implies both the construction of a world and of a way of seeing 
ourselves in it – at once picture and mirror. In each of these senses, the design of 
built form is the practice of ‘framing’ the places of everyday life.52 

 
In relation to 1920s urban planning in Vancouver, ‘framing’ in its verbal sense can be seen in the 

efforts of city planners to ‘shape’ the Kitsilano Reserve into a park and to ‘enclose’ it as an 

explicitly settler space. Through Indigenous erasure in the document, the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (and all 

Indigenous peoples) are presented as outside the ‘frame’ or beyond the ‘border’ of the park, and 

ultimately, the entire metropolitan centre. By contrast, urban planners ‘constructed a world’ in 

which settlers could ‘see themselves’ by proposing a park space explicitly designed to satisfy 

their recreational needs and spatial desires. The Plan thus aimed to transform Sen̓áḵw into a 

space that was legible, useful, and desirable to urban settlers (see Figure 3) by framing the site as 

an exclusively settler zone – a goal ultimately central to the larger colonial project of remaking 

Vancouver’s Indigenous lands into a modern, cohesive, and definitively settler city.     

                                                
52 Kim Dovey, Framing Places: Mediating Power in Built Form, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2008): 1. 
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Figure	3	Suggested	layout	of	the	proposed	Kitsilano	Reserve	Park	and	Burrard	Bridge	area.	Prepared	with	G.L.T.	Sharp,	
Vancouver	Architect	and	Chairman	of	the	Civic	Art	Committee.	A	Plan	for	the	City	of	Vancouver,	Plate	56.	 

 Urban plans for spatial transformation were in turn key to maintaining settler access to 

Indigenous territories, and by extension, to perpetuating settler-colonial rule in Vancouver. 

“Territoriality is settler-colonialism’s specific, irreducible element,” argued the late historian 

Patrick Wolfe, and thus ensuring ongoing access to territory is the primary objective in retaining 

settler-colonial power and control.53 In Vancouver, 1920s urban planners instilled particular 

ideas about the proper usage of reserve spaces, and in particular the need to transform Sen̓áḵw 

into a park, and thereby entrenched powerful justifications for the ongoing dispossession of 

Indigenous land. 

Sen̓áḵw, in the decades after the Bartholomew Plan was published, remained in the eyes 

of city politicians a key site to be remade into a settler place of recreation – a position which 
                                                

53 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, 
no. 4 (2006): 388. 
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greatly informed persistent attempts by city officials to acquire title to the reserve.54 “Combining 

old rationales for dispossession and the new ideas of city planning,” Vancouver officials in the 

1930s and 40s argued that the undeveloped Kitsilano Reserve “impeded growth and threatened 

urban vitality,” and thereby remained a key space to be appropriated by the city.55 The ideals and 

rationales of 1920s urban planning were thus employed for years to come in the politics of 

dispossession which continued to engulf Sen̓áḵw. On a more general level, the expropriated 

Indigenous lands of Vancouver – defined by the Bartholomew Plan as “a terrain ideally suited 

for urban use” – continued to be presented as the unquestionable property of urban settlers, to be 

shaped and used according the visions of city planners and officials.56 Urban planning in the city 

in this light arises as a key technology used to further spatial transformation, territorial 

dispossession, and ultimately settler-colonial rule in 20th century Vancouver.  

After the Bartholomew Plan  

 Following the publication of the Bartholomew Plan in 1929, Sen̓áḵw remained the 

target of colonial officials and planners throughout the 1930s and 40s before it was finally 

developed into Vanier Park in 1967. While the site remained mired in title issues until the mid-

1940s, eight acres of the reserve were alienated in 1930 and another four in 1934 for the 

construction of the Burrard Bridge and the Seaforth Armories, respectively.57 In 1942, the 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh, under the jurisdiction of the Department of Indian Affairs, agreed to temporarily 

lease forty acres of the reserve to the Department of Defense for its use as a Royal Canadian Air 

                                                
54 Stranger-Ross, 554. 
55 Ibid., 548.  
56 A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 10.  
57 Barman, “Erasing Indigenous Indigeneity in Vancouver,” 19. While the Kitsilano Reserve at the time 

remained Sḵwx̱wú7mesh land under the jurisdiction of the Department of Indian Affairs, a 1911 amendment to the 
Indian Act allowed municipalities or companies to expropriate portions of Indigenous reserves, without surrender, if 
it was deemed necessary for the realization of a public works project.  



 
 

92 
 

Force depot.58 At the War’s end, however, calls to transform the site into a park again intensified, 

and pressure to acquire title resurfaced. “[The Kitsilano Reserve] is the most important site to be 

acquired for park purposes,” read a 1946 Town Planning Commission report on parks and 

recreation, “and no effort should be spared to this end.”59 Decades-old urban planning visions for 

the site were thus asserted anew, and in 1946 the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh surrendered the land to the 

federal government for purposes of sale.60 In the years that followed, the reserve lands were sold 

off in six parcels to various private and public parties. The largest portion, 42 acres, was sold to 

the Department of Defense in 1947, which opted 19 years later to lease the land to the Vancouver 

Parks Board. The City in turn developed the site, at long last, into a park space.61 Vanier Park, 

opened to the public in 1967, remains under municipal jurisdiction today and is a popular site of 

recreation in the city. An online listing on the City of Vancouver Parkfinder website describes 

the park’s “tranquil ponds,” “open fields,” “wide pathways,” and “wonderful views of downtown 

Vancouver and Stanley Park.”62 Under the history section of the listing, no mention of Sen̓áḵw, 

the park’s former existence as the Kitsilano Reserve, or the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh people are made.  

Conclusion  

 A target of settler-colonial dispossession and development since the late 19th century, the 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh village of Sen̓áḵw in the 1920s was a primary focus of settler-colonial urban 

planning and spatial transformation. The Kitsilano Reserve, treated in the Bartholomew Plan as 

the linchpin of the proposed recreational system of large parks and pleasure drives, was posited 

                                                
58 Vancouver Town Planning Commission and Harland Bartholomew and Associates, A Preliminary 

Report Upon Parks and Recreation (Vancouver, 1946): 48. 
59 Ibid.  
60 Stranger-Ross, 574. 
61 Ibid., 577-8. 
62 “Vanier Park,” Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation Parkfinder, accessed May 12, 2017, 

http://covapp.vancouver.ca/parkfinder/parkdetail.aspx?inparkid=120.  
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as the key to developing a cohesive, progressive, and orderly settler city. This essay has thus 

argued that urban planners in the 1920s worked to craft a modern, unified Vancouver by 

deracinting Sḵwx̱wú7mesh history, presence, and claims to Sen̓áḵw in order to frame the site as 

an exclusively settler place of recreation. Ideas put forth in the Bartholomew Plan justified 

dispossession and informed drives to acquire the reserve in following decades, and thus urban 

planning worked as an effective technology for ensuring ongoing access to Indigenous territory, 

transforming Sḵwx̱wú7mesh space, and ultimately, perpetuating settler-colonial rule in 20th 

century Vancouver. In the present, Vanier Park exists as the product of this history and as the 

direct result of settler-colonial processes of remaking Indigenous land into settler space. Its 

continued use as a place of settler recreation and leisure calls us to think critically about the land 

beneath our feet, to question the built environment that surrounds us, and ultimately to consider 

Indigenous histories and the ongoing processes of settler-colonial dispossession and erasure 

which frame our everyday lives. The story of Sen̓áḵw challenges us to unsettle our perceptions of 

Vancouver, and to interrogate our shared urban past so that we might work toward a more ethical 

and decolonial urban future.  
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From Nymphomania to Hypersexuality: Comparing Medical Discourses on Excessive 
Female Sexuality in the late 19th to 21st centuries 

Victoria Ford 
 
 

How much sex is too much sex for women? The medical community has attempted to 

define and regulate this question of “excess” female sexuality in the Eastern United States from 

the late 19th century to present.1 This essay will examine connections between medical 

discourses of nymphomania in the late 19th century and the 21st century concept of 

hypersexuality.  Diagnosis of excessive female sexuality suggest that there is an objective, 

constant, identifiable, and natural level of female sexual desire and behaviour. However, medical 

attitudes towards sexuality are historically contingent and subjective. Late 19th century medical 

journals, sex education manuals, and patient narratives will be analysed in order to determine 

how medical views of what was considered to be excess female sexuality were formed and 

disseminated to the public. Tensions around the pathologization of excess female sexuality were 

in flux during the late 20th century. Such discourses are exemplified by responses to Kinsey’s 

highly publicised 1954 publication of Sexual Behaviour in the Human Female and psychiatric 

debates surrounding the classification of excessive female sexuality in The American Psychiatric 

Association’s 1952 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). I will be 

complicating the narrative that the 1960s sexually liberated women from all models of repressive 

sexuality propagated during the Victorian era (1837–1901). Alternatively, this essay will 

examine recent medical journals on hypersexuality to illustrate ideas surrounding acceptable 

female sexuality that have endured over time. Medical literature on nymphomania and 

                                                
1 For the purposes of this essay, the medical community refers specifically to professions such as gynaecologists, 

surgeons, neurologists, and psychiatrists who have published on excess female sexuality.  
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hypersexuality present overlapping trends including images of sexually passive women being 

contrasted with accounts of active female sexuality, and debates about whether female desire is 

located within the body or the brain. While it is inaccurate to compare pathologies across time 

due to historical contingency, I will compare common trends and tensions surrounding the 

pathologization of female sexuality through diagnoses of 19th century nymphomania and 21st 

century hypersexuality. 

In the late 19th century, American physicians diagnosed excessive female sexuality as 

nymphomania, a disease of uncontrollable heterosexual erotic desire.2 A popular and pervasive 

narrative surrounds Victorian women as sexually-repressed and passionless. Historian Ronald 

Walters illustrates that such concepts were supported by a range of individuals even including 

women’s rights activists. First-wave feminist Sarah Grimke (1792–1873), believed women were 

less sexual than men, stating in 1873 that “the sexual passions in man is ten times stronger than 

in woman” as she viewed female sexual passivity as a sign of moral superiority.3 Within the 

medical community, Dr. William Acton published his theory on the apparent absence of female 

sexuality, stating that it “requires positive and considerable excitement to be roused at all; and 

even if roused (which in many cases it never can be), is very moderate compared to that of the 

male.”4 The diagnosis of nymphomania served as a means to surveille women who threatened 

traditional perspectives that women were and should remain non-sexual. Therefore, physicians 

ensured that not only sexual behaviour, but also sexual desire in women was regarded as 

pathological.  

                                                
2 Tyler James Kent, Sexual Neuroses (St. Louis: Maynard & Tedford, 1879), 90. 
3 Ronald G. Walters, Primers for Prudery: Sexual Advice to Victorian America. (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc., 

1974), 67.  
4 William Acton, The Function and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs in Childhood, Youth, Adult Age, and 

Advanced Life: Considered in Their Physiological, Social, and Moral Relations (Philadelphia: Lindsay and 
Blakiston, 1865), 133.  
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A medical consensus emerged regarding the class and racial aspects of women diagnosed 

with nymphomania. Scholar Laura Briggs explains that discussions regarding the preservation of 

Victorian conceptions of “womanhood” and “purity” applied solely to white women, for women 

of colour were considered inherently “savage” and “hypersexual.”5 Within medical journals, a 

reoccurring narrative can be noted in which pleasant, middle-class, young white women were 

described to have become inflicted with nymphomania and turned into insane sexual beings 

requiring control and treatment. For example, criminologist and physician Cesare Lombroso 

stated in 1895 that “nymphomania transforms the most timid girl into a shameless bacchante,” a 

belief mirrored by Dr. Jahr’s 1856 publication that “the most timid girl becomes like a mad 

prostitute; modesty gives way to lust.”6 According to Dr. Jahr’s book The Homoeopathic 

Treatment of The Disease of Females and Dr. Kent’s 1879 Sexual Neuroses, the first stage of 

nymphomania consists of a woman’s imagination being flooded with obscene ideas that she must 

conceal to remain respectable.7 At this stage, Dr. Kent asserts that the woman’s life is divided 

between proper social morality and physical sexuality as “the sufferer is a prey to perpetual 

contest between feelings of modesty and impetuous desires.”8 During the second stage, the 

woman begins to lose modesty as she submits to her unbridled fantasies and engages in 

masturbation—referred to as self-pollution—and sexual intercourse. Finally, the last stage brings 

about insanity and misery during which the woman is fully controlled by obscene behaviour, and 

will aggressively pursues any man for sexual contact. At this point, Kent states that total 

obscenity and mental alienation overtake the woman as everything feminine becomes disgusting 
                                                

5 Laura Briggs, “The Race of Hysteria: ‘Overcivilization’ and the ‘Savage’ Woman in Late Nineteenth-Century 
Obstetrics and Gynecology” American Quarterly 52 (2000): 246. 

6 Caesar Lombroso and William Ferrero, Female Offenders (New York: D. Appleton, 1895), 296; Gottlieb 
Heinrich Georg Jahr, The Homoeopathic Treatment of the Disease of Females, and Infants at the Breast 
(Philadelphia: Rademacher & Sheek, 1856), 155.   

7 Jahr, The Homoeopathic Treatment of the Disease of Females, 154.  
8 Kent, Sexual Neuroses, 46.  
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and vulgar.9 By examining the archetypical nymphomaniac’s fall from modesty to excessive 

sexuality, it appears that women afflicted with nymphomania embodied tensions between 

prescribed sexual ideals and their experiences of physical lust. 

 The conflict between social expectations and sexual desire is also reflected in the 

medical community’s perception that nymphomania was an affliction that emerged from 

interactions between the body and the mind. As physicians began to prioritize the nervous 

system as the locus for female excessive sexuality, they increasingly worried about inappropriate 

stimulation not only of the genitals, but of the brain. Yet, the popularization of neurology did not 

supersede the traditional view that nymphomania was due to a physical ailment within a 

woman’s reproductive system. Instead, both viewpoints co-existed and interacted. In the 1886 

publication of Dr. Blandford’s Insanity and its Treatments, he stated that a woman’s sexual 

organs could affect her brain, just as often as the mind could affect the body.10 Dr. King 

remarked that when treating nymphomania, physicians had to distinguish between cases in which 

the brain was primarily affected, and those where the ailment stemmed from the genitals.11 

Additionally, King stated that in order to prevent nymphomania from developing or worsening, 

the mind needs to be kept constantly occupied with matters unrelated to sexual passion. In these 

cases, he recommended that one should avoid indecent engravings, parties, balls, theatres, or “the 

society of the male sex” in general.12 This list of forbidden female activities was not an anomaly, 

as these prescribed restrictions re-appear in numerous contemporary medical journals. Dr. Jahr 

asserted that nymphomania could fester if women engaged in activities such as “reading luscious 

                                                
9 Ibid., 47.  
10 George Fielding Blandford and Allan McLane Hamilton, Insanity and its Treatment: Lectures on the 

Treatment, Medical and Legal, of Insane Patients (New York: W. Wood & Co., 1886), 50.  
11 John King, Women: Their Diseases and Their Treatment (Cincinnati: Longley Brothers, 1858), 52.  
12 King, Women: Their Diseases and Their Treatment, 52.  
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novels,” inappropriate physical contact, “listening to voluptuous songs” and could even stem 

from a “stimulating diet.”13 Scholars including Laura Briggs argue that such warnings against 

engaging in so-called male luxuries, reflect social anxieties about affluent white women’s 

newfound access to public society.14 These concerns also demonstrate a perceived connection 

between mental stimuli and bodily disease.15  

While female sexuality was beginning to be associated with mental faculties, the physical 

body remained a site for moral and medical contestation as Victorian practitioners frequently 

discussed masturbation as both a symptom and a cause of nymphomania. From the perspective 

of male medical practitioners, masturbation was denounced as self-abuse and socially 

unacceptable for women. Dr. King’s Women: Their Disease and Their Treatment (1858) 

references the stigma surrounding female masturbation as he states that “females who masturbate 

will rarely acknowledge it, unless they consider their lives in danger.”16 The taboo surrounding 

female self-pleasure did not mean that doctors and patients were ignorant to the anatomy of the 

female body. Instead, the clitoris was identified by some to be the locus of nymphomaniac 

distress.17 In order to relieve women of nymphomania, medical practitioners began to perform 

amputations or cauterizations of the clitoris, allegedly at the request of the female patient.18 By 

the late 19th century, a general consensus was achieved among American doctors that excision of 

the clitoris might temporarily prohibit masturbation, but did not provide any long-term relief 

                                                
13 Jahr, The Homoeopathic Treatment of the Disease of Females, 191.   
14 Briggs, “The Race of Hysteria,” 246. 
15 Ibid.  
16 King, Women: their Diseases and Their Treatment, 51.  
17 Kent, Sexual Neuroses, 47. 
18 Charles K. Mills, "A Case of Nymphomania with Hystero-Epilepsy and Peculiar Mental Perversions—the 

Results of Clitoridectomy and Oophorectomy—The Patient's History as Told by Herself," Philadelphia Medical 
Times 15 (1885): 535.  



 
 

101 
 

from nymphomania.19 From a woman’s perspective, Mary S. Gove Nichols gave a 1839 speech 

entitled “Solitary Vice,” addressing female masturbation as a widespread and morally impure 

activity. Nichols stated that when she started researching the topic of masturbation, she was not 

expecting to find it commonly practiced, and said that, “some of the most lovely and 

conscientious females I have ever met, have confessed to me that they had been victims of this 

habit.”20 Yet, Nichols found that many women were not aware of the perceived negative 

implications of masturbation, for “they were ignorant of its turpitude, of its moral and physical 

effects.”21 Nichols findings should incite us to explore the extent to which medical discourses  

surrounding masturbation, nymphomania, and the female body had spread throughout 19th 

century civil society.  

The voices of female patient rarely appeared in 19th century medical journals. Yet, in the 

few instances where women’s accounts do surface they provide illuminating information into 

how women perceived their own sexuality and the medical community. The voices of women 

afflicted with nymphomania communicate suffering and express deep pain concerning their 

sexual desires, such as one patient who confessed, “Doctor, you do not know the agony which I 

endure every day from the passions that devour me.”22 In these circumstances the confessions of 

women were refracted through a medical lens. Physicians provided second-hand accounts of 

their patient’s nymphomania, which often expressed self-hatred and attempted suicide.23 While 

                                                
19 For more information on the topic see Acton, The Function and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs in 

Childhood; Kent, Sexual Neuroses; Mills "A Case of Nymphomania.”  
20 Mary S. Gove Nichols, Solitary Vice: An Address to Parents and Those Who Have the Care of Children 

(Portland: Journal Office, 1839), 83.  
21 Nichols, Solitary Vice, 83.  
22 C.H.F. Routh, “Etiology and Diagnosis of Nymphomania,” The Buffalo Medical and Surgical Journal (1888): 

134. 
23 Kent, Sexual Neuroses, 47. 
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diagnoses of nymphomania were socially and medically constructed, the tangible pain felt by 

women labelled as such cannot be ignored.  

Examining one woman’s account of nymphomania can provide insight into how a 

privileged and educated patient could gain access to and adopt medical views that surround 

excess female pleasures and the female body. On April 18th 1885, the Philadelphia Medical 

Times—a bi-weekly journal of medical and surgical science—published neurologist Charles 

Mill’s article, “A Case of Nymphomania,” which rested upon the account of one of his patients. 

At the conference in which this article was presented, the female patient in question was not 

called upon to speak, and Mills chose to present her personal account on her behalf to the 

assembled male audience. This female patient’s narrative detailed the tension she felt between 

her own social morality and sexual lust, as well as the connection she perceived between this 

desire and its anatomical locus. The woman stated that she was often tempted to “do wrong” 

through masturbation but endeavoured to repent and respect ideals of modesty. She noted that “at 

times I felt tempted to seek the company of men to gratify my passion, but was too modest and 

held my head too high to put the desire into action.”24 This separation of mental arousal and 

physical acts re-appears when she states that: “my mind and body seemed to separate and the 

latter would act independently while I seemed to be some other person.”25 Despite feeling 

controlled by her sexuality, the patient said that entering the nursing profession terminated her 

symptoms of nymphomania, suggesting that her sexual suffering was not purely bodily. Working 

from within the medical establishment, she began studying the nervous system and determined 

that her excessive desire could be cured by the cutting of nerves—to stop transmitting sensation 

from her sexual organs to the spinal cord and brain. The female patient stated that she 

                                                
24 Mills, "A Case of Nymphomania,” 535. 
25 Ibid. 
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“tormented doctors” to provide her with a clitoridectomy and oophorectomy that she had 

researched.26 In 1886, she wrote a letter to the Woman’s Medical Dean at Philadelphia Hospital, 

Rachel Bodley, in which she donated her body to science in the hopes that proof of a cure would 

be discovered by “separating some telegraphic connection leading from the sexual organs to the 

brain.”27 The woman continued: “no physician would have a right to urge this operation upon a 

patient with the plea that it would benefit her heath, either bodily or mentally,” for such 

procedures should be reserved only for women who “could get rid of her misery in no other way; 

who was willing to lose her life rather than have it stained with shame.”28 The woman requested 

that her account of nymphomania not be shared until after her death, and then read before the 

students of the Woman’s College. While this example cannot be extrapolated to all patients 

diagnosed with nymphomania, it provides an example of how women might have interacted with 

the medical profession.  

Another means by which women could access medical discourses on excessive female 

sexuality during the late 19th century was through sex education manuals often titled “ladies’ 

guides” or “marriage guides.” Unlike medical texts, Victorian sex advice manuals were written 

in a manner that attempted to fill the gap between physicians and the female public. The majority 

of such books were written by male doctors, and their advice to women reflected much of the 

same attitudes reported in medical journals. Multiple ladies’ guides referred to the removal of the 

clitoris, and medical debates continued around the body or the brain being responsible for excess 

desire.29 Sex manuals of the era communicated medical diagnoses and debates to the public, as 

                                                
26 Ibid.  
27 Letter, Anonymous Letter to Rachel Bodley, 1886, Drexel University College of Medicine Archives.   
28 Ibid. 
29 Bernard Simon Talmey, Woman; A treatise on the Normal and Pathological Emotions of Feminine Love: For 

Physicians and Students of Medicine (New York: Practitioner’s Publishing Co., 1912), 108. 
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well as the boundaries of proper femininity and parenting. In Plain Facts for Old and Young: 

Embracing the Natural History and Hygiene of Organic Life (1894), physician John Harvey 

Kellogg quotes Dr. Acton’s view that women are non-sexual by saying that “the majority of 

women, happily for them, are not very much troubled with sexual feeling of any kind.”30 In 

Victorian sex manuals, nymphomania continued to be classified as a disease affecting upper 

class women of “high and humble life” who went from being naturally chaste and modest to sex-

crazed. Following this logic, Dr. Kellogg states that the “fall of many young women of the better 

classes who had been bred in luxury and idleness, but were never taught even the first lesson of 

purity or self-control.”31 While most sex advice manuals were written by men, a few female-

authored manuals reflected similar attitudes towards women’s excessive sexuality. For instance, 

Anna Longshore-Potts’ Discourse to Women on Medical Subjects (1887) warned women about 

the dangers of falling into nymphomania by reading love stories and living in luxury.32 

Furthermore, Longshore-Potts stated that nymphomania is a type “of lunacy most distressing to 

encounter,” straining women’s nervous systems and risking their further fall into madness.33  

Victorian advice manuals place women as the centre of the household who must protect 

her children from vice. In 1860, the physician and sex educator, Frederick Hollick, published The 

Marriage Guide which warned parents that nymphomania was a grave health danger to their 

daughters. The guide recommended young women must marry men or risk  

                                                
30 John Harvey Kellogg, Plain Facts for Old and Young: Embracing the Natural History and Hygiene of 

Organic Life (Burlington: I.F. Segner & Co., 1894), 473.   
31 Kellogg, Plain Facts for Old and Young, 217.  
32 Anna M. Longshore-Potts, Discourses to Women on Medical Subjects (London: King, Sell, & Ratilon 

Printers, 1887), 50.  
33 Longshore-Potts, Discourses to Women on Medical Subjects, 40.  
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death.34 Furthermore, the publication Manhood/Womanhood stated that after marriage a 

nymphomaniac woman could return to the ideal female role as “a happy mother, a member of a 

church, and an ornament to the society in which she moves.”35 William Acton implored parents 

and guardians to act accordingly, and ensure that their daughters did not indulge in masturbation 

by teaching them about the dangers of unfeminine excess as established by medical doctors.36  

In the early 20th century, medical reports and ladies’ manuals continued to assert the same 

attitudes toward nymphomania. Critiques of clitoredectomies grew stronger, yet, it is unclear 

how many procedures were still occurring. For example, in 1912 Dr. Talmey’s Woman; A 

Treatise on the Normal and Pathological Emotions of Feminine Love asserted that amputating 

the clitoris would only worsen the severity of nymphomaniac symptoms by impeding orgasms 

and weakening the woman’s nervous system.37 Additionally, Dr. Talmey argued that women’s 

sexual functioning was of grave social importance, not for the woman herself, but for her 

husband as “women with whom orgasm is impossible generally repels her husband for she 

appears more potent than he, and in the long run, a man dislikes lascivious women.”38 Dr. 

Talmey advised total abstinence from sexual excitement, and modesty in order to strengthen a 

woman’s fragile nervous system.39 Certain individuals started to challenge the medical 

categorization of nymphomania and the double standard that pathologized female sexuality, 
                                                

34 Marriage was seen as a remedy, as a woman’s “love for their child was fortunately stronger” than the 
fanaticism induced by nymphomania. After childbirth, a woman could become “a happy healthy wife and mother.” 
See Frederick Hollick, The Marriage Guide, or, Natural History of Generation: A Private Instructor for Married 
Persons and Those About to Marry, both Male and Female, in Every Thing Concerning the Physiology and 
Relations of the Sexual System and the Production or Prevention of Offspring; Including All New Discoveries Never 
Before Given in the English Language (New York: T.W. Strong, 1860), 877.  

35 Samuel A Richmond, Manhood, Womanhood: a Treatise on Secret Indulgence and Excessive Venery Showing 
How Virility is Destroyed, and How Restored, With a Word of Warning to Both Sexes. (Boston: J.P. Dale & 
Company, 1885), 131–132.   

36 Acton, The Function and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs in Childhood, 41.  
37 Talmey, Woman; A Treatise on the Normal and Pathological Emotions of Feminine Love, 107 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid.,108.  
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while leaving male sexual desire relatively untouched. Dr. Max Huhner stated in his 1916 

Practical Treatise on Disorders of the Sexual Function (republished in the 1930s) that physicians 

diagnosing nymphomania failed to take into account the normal sexual desires of women. 

Huhner argues that “under our present social conditions, an unmarried woman is supposed to 

suppress all thoughts of sexual intercourse, and so we have come to regard one who, teased by a 

strong (though still normal) sexual impulse, as a nymphomaniac.”40 Therefore, discussions of 

double-standards between female and male sexual expression began well before the 1960s 

American sexual revolution.  

 
* * *  

 
The 1960s were a pivotal era for sex research and codifying human sexuality. However, 

the study of female desire was not a 1960s invention but rather a continuation of previous 

medical dialogues. Renowned sexologist Dr. Alfred Kinsey published Sexual Behaviour in the 

Human Female (1953) which spoke of female sexuality removed from moralistic judgement. 

Kinsey commented on the arbitrary definition of excess female sexuality by stating that a 

nymphomaniac is simply “someone who has more sex than you.”41 Yet some scholars have 

argued that researching sex further pathologized female sexuality by moving natural desire into a 

measurable object of study. It would be too simplistic to state that the history of nymphomania 

was solely one of misogynistic doctors in the 19th century, and that the 1960s brought about 

revolutionary sex-positivity. Despite changing social attitudes towards normalizing female 

                                                
40 Max Huhner, A Practical Treatise on Disorders of the Sexual Function in the Male and Female (Philadelphia: 

F.A. Davis, 1916), 159.  
41 Carol Groneman, Nymphomania: A History (New York: W.W. Norton., 2000), 158.  
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sexuality, removing excess female sexuality from its pathologized past was not a smooth 

transition, nor a complete one within the medical community.  

Debates over what constitutes excessive female sexuality are exemplified by introduction 

and removal of nymphomania from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM). The first edition of the DSM—published in 1952 by the American Psychiatric 

Association listed nymphomania under Appendix C “Supplementary Terms”— included 

diagnoses related to the psyche and body generally, as well as those not affecting a particular 

system exclusively.42 Interestingly, the DSM II (1968) does not list nymphomania, while the 

DSM III (1980) changed the diagnostic code as pathologies could not be based on symptoms 

rather than etiology. The DSM III lists nymphomania under “psychosexual disorder not 

elsewhere classified” as it is a residual category for disorders whose chief manifestations are 

psychological disturbances related to sexuality.43 Specifically, nymphomania is listed as a 

“distress about a pattern of repeated sexual conquests with a succession of individuals who exist 

only as things to be used.”44 Scholar David J. Ley argues that this new language shifted 

nymphomania away from a pathology based on excessive sexual desire and towards a moralistic 

stance that pathologized sex when it occurred without love or intimacy.45 However, during the 

19th century, diagnoses of nymphomania were distinguished from erotomania for the very reason 

that a woman consumed with nymphomania wanted sex instead of the “ladylike” craving for 

romance. Similarly, while the DSM IV (2000) did not directly reference nymphomania, a sexual 

disorder of similar features was listed as “a pattern of repeated sexual relationships involving a 
                                                

42 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 1st ed. 
(Washington DC: American Psychiatric Association, 1952). 

43 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 2nd ed. 
(Washington DC: American Psychiatric Association, 1968); American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 3rd ed. (Washington DC American Psychiatric Association, 1980). 

44 American Psychiatric Association, DSM III, 283.  
45 David J Ley, The Myth of Sex Addiction (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 2012), 26.  
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succession of lovers who are experienced by the individual only as things to be used.”46 The 

debates surrounding nymphomania and hypersexuality in the DSM regarding accurate 

terminology and what counts as a pathology reflects longstanding tensions within the medical 

community concerning female sexuality. The International Code of Disease by the World Health 

Organization currently lists nymphomania alongside excessive sexual drive under “sexual 

dysfunctions not due to a substance or known physiological condition.”47 This brief history of 

excessive female sexuality in the DSM represents how the domain of psychiatry has attempted to 

move away from a physical seat of excessive desire, but struggles with defining a term based on 

ambiguous standards of sexual normalcy. 

As the term nymphomania became used less frequently in medical literature, the term 

“hypersexuality” emerged as another means to define and regulate excessive female sexuality. In 

2011, Martin P. Kafka proposed that the affliction hypersexuality be included in the DSM V, but 

the diagnoses were rejected due to a lack of empirical evidence.48 Despite this formal rejection, a 

growing amount of literature on hypersexuality has emerged. The proposed diagnostic category 

of hypersexuality has generated debates similar to those emerging in the late 19th century 

surrounding nymphomania. Kafka claims that hypersexuality must be taken seriously based on 

an increasing number of hypersexual cases in peer-reviewed journals. In 2011, the British 

Psychological Society (BPS) argued that the reason why hypersexuality appears frequently in 

medical journals reflects the wide net cast by its diagnosis. The BPS warned the medical 

community that normal behaviours based on social norms and individual variation should not be 

                                                
46 American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders, 4th ed. (Washington 

DC: American Psychiatric Association, 2000).  
47 World Health Organization, International Classification of Disease 10-CM Code F52.8. (Geneva, 2011).  
48 Martin P. Kafka, "Hypersexual Disorder: A Proposed Diagnosis for DSM-V,” The Official Publication of the 

International Academy of Sex Research 39, (2010): 377–378.   
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pathologized.49 Dr. Charles Mosher critiques hypersexuality, as it reflects “a sex-negative 

environment in which it is too easy to stigmatize those who evoke our ambivalence about high 

rates of sexuality activity.”50  

A comparison between nymphomania and studies of hypersexuality reflects many of the 

same tensions within diagnostic criteria. While it appears that a psychological model of desire is 

beginning to predominate, there remains a continual search for a biological basis for excess 

sexuality. Modern studies like “Should Hypersexual Disorder be Classified as an Addiction?” 

(2013) present an evolutionary view of human sexuality in which hypersexual individuals 

experience distinct neural system of pleasure and reward.51 Interestingly, the new terminology of 

hypersexuality within popular and medical discourses has shifted to the typical patient as male. 

Some might argue that this is a positive shift away from pathologizing female sexuality, 

however, this shift may simply be a repetition of the enduring idea that men are inherently more 

sexual than women. Most studies on hypersexuality, similar to those on nymphomania, assert 

that gender differences impact how individuals are affected.52 In studies that address women, 

similarities can be drawn with 19th century accounts that portray sexual women as problematic. 

Certain studies, like a 2014 paper titled “Self-Reported Indicators of Hypersexuality,” challenge 

previous scholarship on hypersexual women by stating that women generally prefer passive roles 

during sex, and that when women are sexually active, it is motivated by a lust for control and 

                                                
49 Ley, The Myth of Sex Addiction, 27.  
50 Ibid., 28.  
51 Ariel Kor, Yehuda A. Fogel, Rory C. Reid and Marc N.Potenza, “Should Hypersexual Disorder be Classified 

as an Addiction?” Sexual Addiction & Compulsivity (2013): 34; Angie F, “Women With Hypersexuality,” 
MDJunction, March 31, 2012, https://www.mdjunction.com/forums/bipolars-dealing-with-hypersexuality- 
discussions/general-support/3608484-women-with-hypersexuality.  

52 Amanda L. Giordano, Elizabeth A. Prosek, Audrey L. Cecil, Joshua Brown, “Predictors of Hypersexual 
Behavior Among Men and Women: Exploring Self-Conscious Emotions,” Journal of Addictions and Offender 
Counselling (2015): 120.  



 
 

110 
 

power.53  Klein et al. acknowledge the struggle of identifying individuals who require treatment 

without stigmatizing “normal” sexual behaviour, a term that itself is problematic, as “sexual 

behaviour and its evaluation depend on sexual scripts, the cultural background, norms, and 

gender concepts.”54 In one 2013 article, scholars Cantor et al. state that women have sought 

professional assistance to control hypersexual urges and behaviours since the 19th century, and 

the articles portrayal of a female hypersexual closely relates to an account of nymphomania.55 

Cantor et al. present case vignettes that they believe most closely portray the common profiles of 

hypersexuality patients referred to large hospital-based sexual behavioural clinics. One vignette 

labelled “Sexual Guilt” featured a woman who is distressed by the sexual thoughts she has about 

men daily that involve kissing and having sex with men besides her husband. The woman reports 

that she has difficulty discussing her masturbation habits, for “she finds the m-word dirty and 

feels guilty about her use of the vibrator.”56  

Patient accounts of the 21st century also reveal enduring aspects of how women 

understand their sexuality. In a 2011 blogpost, a woman shared her feelings about masturbation 

in an online support group for hypersexuality, stating that she only refers to it as “pleasuring 

herself” as she “[hates] that other word!”57 Additionally, the majority of present day medical and 

self-reported accounts fit the model and narrative of the modest yet promiscuous 19th century 

middle-class white nymphomaniac. Cantor et al. proposes a list of questions to ask hypersexual 

patients that include inquiring about a patient’s porn usage, masturbation, why they married, and 

                                                
53 Verena Klein, Martin Rettenberger, and Peer Briken “Self-Reported Indicators of Hypersexuality and Its 

Correlates in a Female Online Sample,” J Sex Med 11 (2014): 1978 
54 Klein et al., “Self-Reported Indicators of Hypersexuality,” 1978.  
55 Cantor et al., “A Treatment-Oriented Typology of Self-Identified Hypersexual Referrals,” Archive Sexual 

Behavior (2013): 883.  
56 Cantor et al., “A Treatment-Oriented Typology of Self-Identified Hypersexual Referrals,” 889.  
57 Ibid., 892.  
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whether sex or a relationship is more important. These are all topics that emerged in historical 

cases of Victorian women diagnosed with nymphomania. Within medical journals on 

hypersexuality, the debates surrounding concepts of a normal level of sexual desire, and where 

such a desire stems from, correlates with past discourses on nymphomania. 

Despite popular notions that American women were sexually liberated from repressed 

Victorian mentality after the 1960s, medical discourses on excessive female sexuality challenge 

the assumptions of a dramatic revolution. Yet while the medical model of excess female 

sexuality remains in flux, certain attitudes have endured across time. Both concepts of 

nymphomania and hypersexuality inherently assume that there is a normal and acceptable level 

of female sexual desire and behaviour. Trends can be traced from 19th century Victorian medical 

men to present-day physicians inquiring into the concept of hypersexuality. A common patient 

narrative appears that embodied a particular race and class, and her downfall from ideal 

femininity. Tensions between the body and the brain emerge in debates between patients, 

gynaecologists, surgeons, neurologists, and psychiatrists as the medical community attempts to 

define and regulate excess female sexuality. From the late 19th to 21st centuries, the sexually 

active female body remains a site to establish gender expectations, as well as medical discourses 

and debates.  
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