The Architecture of Control

Shaker Dwelling Houses and the Reform Movement

in Early-Nineteenth-Century America

espite more than a decade of new research on
D Shaker history and architecture, the dominant

public image of this religious sect, which flour-
ished in early-nineteenth-century America, remains one of
simplicity, perfection, social isolation, and religiosity. The
Shakers themselves nurtured this view, and over the course
of the 1800s and 1900s, numerous articles, stories, and
scholarly studies by outsiders have created various histories
that obscure the reality of what the Shakers were and how
they lived. The Shakers, or the United Society of Believers
in Christ’s Second Appearing, have become part of a myth
of nineteenth-century rural America that asserts simplicity
as the key value and isolation as the major desire in attempt-
ing to create a perfect society (Figure 1).

It is evident, however, that the group was neither sim-
ple nor isolated. The Shakers had a symbiotic relationship
with the world that they could not deny despite their reli-
gious precepts that held that mainstream society was cor-
rupt. They depended on converts to continue the growth
of the sect. Their economic prosperity was possible only
by trading with outside communities. In the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Shakers’ trade
centered on local markets and farmers. Later on, the
demand for Shaker goods also came from the mainstream
American consumer, who, in an age of increasing indus-
trialization and mass production, began to desire products
reminiscent of a simpler American past. The Shakers in
turn increased their consumption of manufactured goods
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as their economy changed from primarily agricultural to
commercial.

"These ties to the outside world are most evident in the
Shakers’ own architectural developments in the first half of
the 1800s. Their desire to create villages as orderly com-
munities with buildings that would control behavior and
shape men, women, and children into proper members of
the Shaker community paralleled the rise of institutions of
reform and confinement in the United States of the same
period. As did their counterparts in mainstream culture, the
Shakers felt that humans could and should be transformed
into respectable members of society. They believed they
could accomplish this goal by exerting control over humans
through well-designed architecture using the concept of
surveillance to enforce behavior. The Shakers, as did
worldly reformers, enthusiastically practiced their own
reforms and met with success in the first half of the nine-
teenth century, only to see failure in the loss of members
beginning in the late 1840s.

In this article, I analyze the architecture of control and
surveillance by focusing on Shaker dwelling houses and
putting them into the larger context of reform in the era of
the early republic.! Specifically, I compare the development
of Shaker dwelling houses with the Quaker-led reform of
prisons and insane asylums during the period of religious
revivals known as the Second Great Awakening to demon-
strate how and why the Shakers incorporated ideas from the
outside world and applied them to their own buildings. I
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also discuss the Shakers’ treatment of their mentally ill
members. The dwelling houses, as the focus of Shaker daily
life and worship, tell us much about how the Shakers used

their buildings and the space created by them to try to con-
struct a utopia in which all members lived in unison and in
which individuals subordinated themselves to the good of
the whole.?

Recent scholarship has shown that the Shakers not only
attempted to strike a balance between their world and main-
stream society, but that they also clearly borrowed from pre-
vailing designs and adapted them to suit their needs. Robert
P. Emlen’s Shaker Village Views demonstrates that though
Shaker villages were distinctive, they evolved from main-
stream American towns.® Although June Sprigg and Paul
Rocheleau’s Shaker Built: The Form and Function of Shaker
Avchitecture presents a more traditional view of the Shakers
as simple builders, it offers detailed descriptions and beau-
tiful photographs of many Shaker structures.* My book, The
Aprchitecture of the Shakers, notes that late-eighteenth-cen-
tury Shaker architecture in the Northeast drew on Anglo-
Dutch examples in eastern New York, where the earliest and
most influental Shaker villages were founded. By the early
1800s, Shakers were modeling meeting houses, dwelling
houses, and workshops on the Federal style.’ The furniture
historian John T. Kirk, in The Shaker World: Art, Life, Belief,
makes a convincing case that Shaker decorative arts were
“very much like vernacular work made around Shaker com-
munities” that had adopted a stripped-down version of the
Neoclassical style and that the Shakers reduced “this aes-
thetic to a unified simplicity.”® Scott T. Swank elaborates
on these ideas in Shaker Life, Art, and Architecture: Hands to
Work, Hearts to God, in which he focuses on the Canterbury,
New Hampshire, community to examine design in the con-
text of the Shakers’ daily lives, beliefs, and behavior pat-

Figure 1 Shaker village,
Alfred, Maine, ca. 1880.
Lithograph from W. W.
Clayton, History of York
County, Maine
(Philadelphia, 1880),
unpag.

terns.” A significant contribution of all these studies is that
they look at Shaker material culture as evolving rather than
fixed in a specific time period, as earlier Shaker experts and
collectors had. The recent research is instrumental in exam-
ining Shaker architecture in the context of reform.

The reform impulse of the Jacksonian age has captured
the attention of numerous authors. As the social historian
David J. Rothman has noted, “a rich and imaginative liter-
ature traces the history of American and European prisons,
mental hospitals, reformatories,
almshouses, with books and articles numbering well into
the hundreds.”® Scholars have examined how the desire for
order in an age of rapid industrialization and change man-

orphanages, and

ifested itself in the creation of institutions of confinement
that used discipline and surveillance to shape deviants into
proper members of society. Rothman writes that the “very
openness [of Jacksonian America] was producing disorder
and disarray.”” He states that one aspect of disorder was a
perceived rise in crime, and Americans devised new types
of institutions to combat it. Other researchers have looked
at the role of republican citizenship as a means to create
civic virtue shared by all the nation’s inhabitants, thereby
ensuring social order. Dell Upton has argued that this
notion was exercised in the development of Lancasterian
schools, which were intended to transform children into vir-
tuous Americans using architecture, discipline, and
economies of scale in education.'® Nevertheless, little analy-
sis has been conducted on how utopian communities con-
tributed to this movement. The location of prisons and
asylums beyond the boundaries of the city, seen as a source
of corruption, and the creation of isolated, inward-looking
environments at these institutions suggest that a utopian
impulse lay behind some of the reform efforts of the period.
A study of Shaker dwelling houses demonstrates that the
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communal sect believed it could serve as a model for chang-
ing society as well. It is not surprising, then, that domestic
and foreign travelers alike considered Shaker villages
important destinations on a par with the new prisons and
asylums being constructed in America. Illustrious visitors
including Gustave de Beaumont, Alexis de Tocqueville, and
Charles Dickens added Shaker communities to their list of
American places to see.

The rise of evangelicalism during the Second Great
Awakening provides another explanation for the intense
interest in reform institutions in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. Out of the revivals came a desire to improve
society through voluntary associations that promoted a
range of goals including missionary work, publication and
education societies, and moral reform.!! By looking at the
larger context of reform, initally led by the Quakers, we
can see that the Shakers were not out of place, but were one
of many groups trying to create a better model for society.

A Brief History of the Shakers

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the Shakers had
already been in America for more than a quarter of a cen-
tury. Founder Ann Lee and ten followers, seven men and
three women, had arrived in New York City from Man-
chester, England, in 1774. Influenced by a radical sect of
Quakers in England, Lee had created a new religion draw-
ing from Quakerism as well as from her own personal
beliefs. Under Lee, Shakerism encouraged individual reli-
gious expression, argued that the Christ spirit dwelled
within each person, emphasized the spoken word, antici-
pated the imminent millennium, preached equality of the
sexes, and professed celibacy as a way for its members to be
more like Christ. The historian Stephen J. Stein asserts that
the Shakers’ decision to leave Manchester resulted from
their lack of success in spreading the faith in England. The
American colonies, the Shakers believed, held more poten-
tal for attracting converts.!? After their arrival in New York,
the small group split up for a few years in order to make
money and to adjust to their new environment. In 1779, a
relatively wealthy member of the group, John Partington,
purchased land in Niskeyuna, later called Watervliet, just
west of Albany. There the group reassembled and set to
work proclaiming their faith and seeking converts. From
1781 to 1783, Lee and her two closest followers, her
brother William Lee and James Whittaker, conducted a
missionary tour of New England that resulted in the con-
version of hundreds of Shakers. The trip, though success-
ful, took its toll.

On 8 September 1784, Ann Lee died unexpectedly,
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only two months after her brother’s death. The loss of the
founder and leader of the sect brought on a crisis among
the Believers. Many Shakers left the group, disillusioned
that Mother Ann would not be present for the coming mil-
lennium. The strength of her successors kept the movement
going, however, even though Shakerism changed drastically.
Both Whittaker and Joseph Meacham, a converted Baptist
minister from New Lebanon, New York, began imple-
menting structures that organized worship and community.

"Two significant changes occurred under Whittaker that
initiated the move toward a communal society. First, Whit-
taker ordered that all members should give their personal
possessions to the church. He intended this command to
help initiate the conversion of the entire world to Shak-
erism." Second, Whittaker set about developing the settle-
ment at New Lebanon, about thirty miles southeast of
Albany, into a community by ordering the first Shaker
meetinghouse to be built, in the fall of 1785, under the
supervision of the Shaker builder Moses Johnson. The sym-
metrical, gambrel-roofed structure was the first one the
Shakers used specifically for worship. Under Lee, there had
been no standard place of worship; the Shakers had met
wherever and whenever the spirit moved them—in the
woods, in a friendly neighbor’s house, or during proselytiz-
ing tours. The meetinghouse helped formalize worship by
functioning as the community’s central gathering place. The
success of the new meetinghouse encouraged the construc-
tion of similar buildings at other Shaker villages in the
Northeast; between 1786 and 1794, Johnson erected nine
additional meetinghouses.

After Whittaker’s death in July 1787, Meacham, Amer-
ican-born and a Shaker since 1780, emerged as the next
leader. Upon his conversion to Shakerism, most of his Bap-
tist congregation followed him. Meacham’s talent for creat-
ing hierarchies to organize religious and communal life
made a lasting impact on the society. He was vital in pre-
serving the Shaker movement and strengthening it so that it
could continue into the nineteenth century.!* Meacham
advocated the idea of communal societies, eventually estab-
lishing communities in all the Shaker villages. Indeed, the
social structures he formulated still exist to some extent
today in Sabbathday Lake, Maine, the only surviving Shaker
community. His innovations in New Lebanon set the stan-
dard by which all other Shaker communities were measured.

One of Meacham’s first steps as leader was to issue a
call to members to gather into “gospel order” or “church
relation,” an official communal society with shared prop-
erty and shared duties, in New Lebanon. The 105 men and
women left their homes and settled on farms donated to the
sect by families that had converted to Shakerism.'* The
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effort to draw the Shakers together in New Lebanon into a
formally organized group marked a drastic departure from
the loosely connected association of Believers under Lee
and Whittaker. Under Meacham, the society turned away
from its earlier roots in ecstatic worship.'s By 1794, eleven
villages in New York and New England, including New
Lebanon, were established in gospel order.

In another innovative move, Meacham selected Lucy
Wright as his female counterpart. Mother Lucy, as she came
to be known, had joined the Shakers in about 1780 and had
lived in Niskeyuna with Mother Ann. Like Meacham, she
was well respected and regarded by the Shakers as a capa-
ble leader. Together they implemented the structure and
rules necessary to organize the society.

The desire for order became overwhelmingly impor-
tant and pervaded the numerous decisions made by the
Shaker leaders. In 1792, Meacham and Wright divided the
New Lebanon community into three families—First, Sec-
ond, and Third. They organized the families by age and by
the different levels of commitment to Shakerism that the
members professed. They also emphasized that families
were not to interact. The most committed were not to be
tainted by less fervent members. The First Family, or First
Order, represented those who had made the greatest com-
mitment to the Shaker faith. Members officially exhibited
their commitment by signing the covenant, a practice that
was established in December 1795.!7 The covenant served
as a legal document in which the signer relinquished all pri-
vate property to the community. It was devised to protect
the Shaker church from lawsuits brought by apostates for
back wages and property given to the society. The Second
Order was made up of the elderly; to the Third Order
belonged the youth, or novices. Each family had a set of
elders and eldresses, trustees, and deacons and deaconesses.
The elders served as the spiritual leaders of the family; the
trustees handled the affairs of the world; and the deacons
were the temporal leaders. Trustees and deacons lived sep-
arately from the main body of members so they could per-
form their duties without bringing into the community
worldly influences that could corrupt the rest of the broth-
ers and sisters. Whereas the Shakers did not always follow
these strict divisions in practice, the existence of such poli-
cies attests to the leaders’ desire to shield members from
the world and exert influence over them.

By dividing the members into three families each with
their own leaders, Meacham and Wright could better dis-
seminate and enforce the new rules they were developing.
The creation of families in New Lebanon and all the other
Shaker villages also served to replace the natural families of
converts. Shaker leaders instructed members to consider

the elders and eldresses as their fathers and mothers, their
compatriots as brothers and sisters. They would live
together as a spiritual and temporal family more potent than
those of the world. In New Lebanon, the original three
families would eventually evolve into eight, based on their
geographic location relative to the meetinghouse and the
First Family—also known as the Church Family in the
East—and on the level of commitment of family members.
A similar arrangement occurred at Shaker communities in
the West (Kentucky, Ohio, and Indiana), where the Church,
or Center, Family served as the nucleus around which other
families and the village developed.

Another important change was the creation of a min-
istry and bishoprics. The ministry consisted of a select
group of two elders and two eldresses who oversaw a bish-
opric made up of three or four adjacent communities.!¥ At
the top of the hierarchy stood New Lebanon, which became
the lead ministry for all of Shakerdom. The rest of the offi-
cers, the other ministry elders, family elders, trustees, and
deacons reported back to the New Lebanon ministry.

Meacham died in 1796. Wright, as sole leader, oversaw
the expansion of Shakerism into Kentucky, Ohio, and Indi-
ana. By 1826, the Shakers had established nineteen perma-
nent communities. In 1821, after Wright’s death, a small
number of brethren in New Lebanon set down and circu-
lated the Millennial Laws to all Shaker communities. The
laws pertained to all areas of Shaker life, including the con-
struction, appearance, and use of dwellings; for example,
“Odd or fanciful styles of architecture, may not be used
among Believers, neither should any deviate widely from the
common styles of building among Believers, without the
union of the Ministry.” Another rule regarding interiors
reads: “Varnish, if used in dwelling houses, may be applied
only to the movables therein, as the following. . . . Tables,
stands, bureaus, cases of drawers, . . . etc. Bannisters or hand
rails in dwelling houses may be varnished.”!” Like the
changes in worship, the rules were meant to standardize the
appearance of dwellings and the villages themselves. Archi-
tectural orthodoxy could better reinforce religious and social
rules of behavior. As recent scholarship has revealed, how-
ever, the Millennial Laws were not necessarily followed to
the letter. Stein has pointed out numerous instances when
Shakers in other communities, particularly in the West,
resisted the power the New Lebanon ministry tried to exert
from afar.?® Historians of Shaker material culture have also
noted that the Millennial Laws cannot be considered an
absolute measure of Shaker control; nevertheless, they have
pointed out that the consistencies of style in architecture and
in furniture design indicate that the New Lebanon ministry
did, indeed, exert influence throughout the Shaker world.?!
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The Second Great Awakening

The Second Great Awakening gave rise to a new wave of
reform and utopian movements that proved to be more
widespread and longer lasting than any trend seen before
in America. Beginning in New England in the 1790s, the
Second Great Awakening embodied a series of religious
revivals that spread from the East Coast to the Ohio River
valley. It built on the legacy of the Great Awakening of the
1730s and 1740s, which brought “Enlightenment ideas of
optimism and individual liberty into orthodox Calvinist the-
ology and social theory.”?? The Great Awakening also
emphasized the experience of conversion and the free will
of humans in that process; conversion became one of the
hallmarks of this wave of revivals.

The Second Great Awakening promised individuals a
direct relationship with God, unburdened by church hierar-
chy. Evangelical converts gained a greater sense of their own
responsibility in overcoming sinful behavior. With this new
realization came a desire to join in a collective experience,
often by participating in a mission or reform movement.?
Such freedom gave renewed impetus to the development of
dissenting religious groups, such as the Baptists and the
Methodists, and to fringe religions including the Shakers, for
whom evangelicalism was an important component. Evan-
gelical fervor emphasized a reliance on Scripture, religious
conversion, and missionary work, paving the way for less tra-
ditional sects to gain converts. The Shakers took advantage
of the revivals, primarily finding new converts in upstate New
York, one of the regions most heavily swept by the awaken-
ing, and in Kentucky and Ohio during and shortly after the
Cane Ridge Revivals of 1801.

The Second Great Awakening lasted into the 1840s. It
seems to have been a response to several transformations
occurring in America after the Revolution. According to the
historian of religion Edwin Scott Gaustad, the break
between church and state in the United States, the French
Revolution’s attack on the churches and clergy, the “hostile
rationalism” of men such as Thomas Paine who ridiculed
biblical revelation, and the influx of immigrants into the
country all provoked fears that society was becoming more
chaotic.?* The Second Great Awakening served as both a
stand against liberalism and an effort to create an orderly
American society. Freed from the constriction of state gov-
ernance, religious groups were able to form voluntary asso-
ciations to address a variety of social problems. The period
of revivals also helped democratize religious culture, pro-
viding options and opportunities among religious ideas and
groups.”* Organizations devoted to temperance, abolition,
and religious instruction, for example, were based on the
belief that humans were inherently good and that miscre-
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ants could be reformed through religious education and an
environment that shielded them from corrupting influences.
The Quakers’ involvement in establishing prisons and asy-
lums was based on their desire for the humane treatment of
inmates and on an optimism in the power of reform, as was
the expansion of Shakerism in the same period.

Shaker Town Planning

Meacham and Wright’s search for order after the unstruc-
tured years under Mother Ann’s guidance does not seem so
unusual when viewed in the historical context of European
settlement in America. Their plans for the complete orga-
nization of Shaker society—their version of utopia—per-
meated the layout and structure of the villages. Visitors
passing through Shaker settlements in the late 1700s and
early 1800s never failed to comment on their unusual tidi-
ness. Despite his generally negative opinion of Believers,
Elkanah Watson noticed the order of the New Lebanon
community during a visit in August 1790: “The village . . . is
built on one wide street, the houses neat and . . . all painted
a dull yellow.”2¢ When traveling through New Lebanon in
1819, Benjamin Silliman marveled: “The utmost neatness is
conspicuous in their fields, gardens, courtyards, out houses,
and in the very road; not a weed, not a spot of filth, or any
nuisance is suffered to exist. Their wood is cut and piled, in
the most exact order; their fences are perfect; even their
stone walls are constructed with great regularity.”?” The lin-
ear plan and well-groomed grounds made the systemization
underlying Shaker beliefs visible to visitors.?® Although both
Watson and Silliman viewed the Shakers’ religious and
social practices negatively, they admired the control that
reigned over their villages. This love of order belied the
social roots shared by the Shakers and the larger society
from which they came.

Finding models for the Shaker village is difficult
because it appears to derive from a variety of sources. Hav-
ing come predominantly from New England, the Eastern
Shakers may have looked to that region’s villages in plan-
ning their own communities. The circulation of the Mil-
lennial Laws in the early 1800s coincided with the village
green movement in New England towns, which cleared the
squares of buildings, gravestones, and other structures in
order to make the area more parklike. The Shakers took the
idea further. Their strong sense of order in their temporal
and spiritual lives pervaded all aspects of the village, and
they introduced many of their own ideas into their com-
munity organization.?” The Shakers lacked a formalized
method of planning settlements; nevertheless, the mainte-
nance of order and neatness acted as a strong organizing
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force, as is evident in a section of the Millennial Laws enti-
tled “Of Prudence Neatness and Good Economy”:

2. It is considered good order, to lay out, and fence all kinds of
lots, fields and gardens, in a square form, where it is practi-
cable.

3. Buildings which get out of repair, should be repaired soon, or
taken away, as is most proper.

4. No kind of filthy rubbish, may be left to remain around the
dwelling houses or shops, nor in the dooryards, or streets in
front of the dwelling houses or shops.

5. Every Saturday night, and Monday morning, the street oppo-
site the meetinghouse, should be cleaned of rubbish and litter.

6. All of the gates should be closed on Saturday night and work
rooms should be swept; the work and tools should be in
order, and safely secured from thieves and fire.®

Some of the rules applied to the village’s appearance specif-
ically on Sunday, the primary day of worship. The need to
clean up before the Sabbath had as much to do with the
Shaker restriction against physical labor on that day as it
did in presenting a clean village to outsiders who came to
witness worship in the meetinghouse.

Neatness and order were intended to set the Shaker
community apart from worldly towns. Emlen has noted that
newly established Shaker villages did not seem significantly
different from the farmsteads of non-Shakers, but that over
time, as Shaker communities grew, they differed markedly in
terms of size and large-scale physical improvements. Their
form was determined by their role as part of a communal
society.’! Swank’s work on the Canterbury community
demonstrates that the Shakers there located buildings in
terms of functional zones along ministerial, residential,
industrial, and agricultural axes. Swank argues that the Shak-
ers devised new templates, leading to village plans that were
quite different from traditional town plans in New York and
New England.*? To facilitate communication among mem-
bers and enhance work efficiency, Shaker buildings were
usually set much closer together than in non-Shaker settle-
ments, so that Shaker elders would be better able to super-
vise the community.”* Another distinction was the high
degree of specialization of Shaker structures, especially as
the group’s economic interests expanded. In time, their vil-
lages had tanning houses, seed shops, spinning shops, herb
houses, and laundry buildings. Later the Shakers constructed
separate workshops for the sisters, brothers, and ministry.
All these buildings played a vital role in supporting a pros-
perous but highly controlled communal society.

Yet, unlike monasteries or other later planned communi-
ties, Shaker villages were not developed according to a cohe-

sive program, even after the establishment of the Millennial
Laws.3* The laws do not include rules for town planning, nor
are such plans discussed in any of the Shaker journals. For
example, the Shakers did not use modules, as in the plan of
St. Gall, Switzerland, or an extensive grid system, as in Old
Salem, North Carolina, or Economy, Pennsylvania, to locate
their buildings. Instead, in most villages major structures were
situated along the main street or roads that ran through each
family’s community of buildings, resulting in a linear arrange-
ment of the most important edifices—the meetinghouse,
dwelling houses, and workshops—with secondary rows for
supporting ones, as seen in an engraving of the Shaker village
in Alfred, Maine (see Figure 1). At a few settlements, such as
those in Watervliet and Canterbury, the Shakers arranged the
main buildings on a short lane set perpendicular to the main
road.* Practical concerns governed their placement: first, the
structures where most members lived, worked, and worshiped
stood adjacent to one another; second, the community had
excellent access to trading routes to boost sales of their prod-
ucts. The layout had its ideological basis in its display of order
and increasing prosperity to travelers and traders passing
along the thoroughfare, thereby showing the world that the
Shaker way of life led to both salvation and profit. The Shak-
ers chose their sites carefully to promote interaction and trade
with outsiders. This interaction was particularly important
during the Second Great Awakening, when the Shakers suc-
cessfully sought and gained new converts, resulting in a large
increase in the sect’s population.

Dwelling Houses

Shaker villages throughout the United States took shape as
members erected buildings during the early nineteenth cen-
tury. The edifices of the main family housed the most elect
members of the society and stood in the center of the entire
community. Not only was the meetinghouse situated here,
but also other communal structures such as the office, store,
and schoolhouse. All the other families were founded and
named in relation to the Church or Center Family. Each
group had a cluster of buildings, usually one or two dwelling
houses, workshops, a barn, and a laundry.

Whereas the physical and spiritual center of the entire
village was the meetinghouse, the social center of each fam-
ily was the main dwelling house, as can be seen in the 1939
Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) plan of New
Lebanon (Figure 2). The dwellings, the largest buildings in
the community, stood as the symbols of family unity and
conformity. The bell atop each one rang out the times of
rising, eating, worshiping, and retiring to bed.

Dolores Hayden has studied the Hancock, Massachu-

THE ARCHITECTURE OF CONTROL 357


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

COMPARATIVE  DISTA W adiin:
3 A 3

Vor
R es

54,
"

JYo JTE
\

N

== Fo BerkiAir e

ot £ i s

it Sy

~Mount e $
0w

R ERT OO

S SKETCH MNP fazgw‘//;/(m Wzmof c,[‘Z'BA/VO/V %

e ottty o LatsLine:
uLTD[UMBIA TOUNTY
__NEW YORKITATE ——

New York STATE MUSEUM ¢

Figure 2 “Sketch Map of the Shaker Village: Lebanon, N.Y.,” 1939. Drawn by A. K. Moseley, Historic American Buildings Survey

setts, community in order to understand why the Shakers
were successful in establishing a communal system that
could be replicated in places as different as Maine and Ken-
tucky. For her, the answer lies in the Shakers’ ability to bal-
ance the earthly and heavenly spheres, which Shaker belief
encompassed. By manipulating the sense of personal space
and areas of movement, Shaker leaders were able to create
an environment that represented dual spheres.* Thus, reg-
ulations requiring specific physical distances between men
and women emphasized the spiritual need for celibacy.
The search for spiritual order pervaded all aspects of
daily life. Table monitors in the dining rooms reminded
members to maintain standards of economy and good man-
ners: “First, All should sit upright at the table. . . . When
you take a piece of bread, take a whole piece . . . and when
you cut meat, cut it square & equal.”®” The Millennial Laws
further enforced order, for example: “Retire to rest in the
fear of God, without any playing, or boisterous laughing,
and lie straight.”*® A series of rules under the section
“Orders concerning Intercourse between the Sexes” for-
bade brethren and sisters to pass each other on the stairs or
to shake hands. Nor could brothers and sisters meet alone
or whisper together in conversation.’” The ministry
attempted to reinforce these regulations in the meeting-
house and dwellings, where separate entrances and stair-
ways helped men and women keep physical distances. In
religious worship, this segregation was maintained. Broth-
ers sat on one side of the meetinghouse, across from the sis-
ters. The dances devised by Meacham to replace the free
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ecstatic worship under Mother Ann required carefully
rehearsed steps to be carried out in a precise order. Men
and women danced in ranks performing the same move-
ments, aided by pegs and nails embedded in the floor to
guide their steps.*® Only during internal periods of religious
revival, such as that known as Mother Ann’s Work
(1837-45), were members allowed to break ranks and dance
and whirl as the spirit moved them.

The leaders intended these measures to promote the dif-
ferences between the Shakers and worldly society. Rosabeth
Moss Kanter described the intentional quality of communal
societies as being very important.*' As did many utopian
groups, the Shakers had a clear legal definition, the covenant,
that was recognized by the community as well as the larger
society, establishing their sect as part of the world, but also
separate from it. Opposed to the idea of intentional commu-
nities is the sociological concept of isomorphism, which
“refers to the structural similarity between the community
and its environment.”* Such similarities include language,
means of exchange, and cultural symbols. Isomorphism
allowed the Shakers to maintain economic and social ties to
the world, enabling the community to prosper through its
interaction with rather than isolation from mainstream soci-
ety. Obviously isomorphism can create social difficulties for
the community if too much interaction is permitted. The
Shakers’ increased links with the world in the late nineteenth
century gradually eroded their unique identity, destroying
the sense of community that had attracted so many converts
in the early part of the sect’s history.
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The dwelling houses were the physical locus of Shaker
communal life. Because the dwellings were central to Shaker
life, they were also the most important in shaping the behav-
ior of sect members. All residents took their meals and wor-
shipped there during the week and sometimes on winter
Sabbaths when the cold weather prevented attendance in the
main meetinghouse at the Church or Center Family. Mem-
bers conducted social activities such as meetings and lectures
in the dining, sitting, and retiring rooms. Many chores were
performed in the dwellings as well, including cooking,
sewing, and the production of fancy goods that the sisters
made for sale in the Shaker office and store.

When the New Lebanon Shakers officially gathered in
1787, they lived in preexisting farmhouses, as was common
in other early Shaker communities. From 1787 to 1792,
they built six new houses to accommodate the rapidly
increasing number of converts. In his 1856 history of New
Lebanon, Isaac Newton Youngs, a member of the Church
Family and one of the most prolific chroniclers of Shaker
life in the early 1800s, described these early structures as
“generally built quite contracted, with but little hall room,
and with crowded and steep stairs.”® He noted that the
early Shakers were inexperienced in the basics of house con-
struction and, thus, relied on many non-Believers to assist
in the framing and roofing of dwellings.** Although some
scholars dispute this assessment, it is clear that the Shakers
began building much larger, more spacious dwellings in the
early nineteenth century and turned to local forms of
domestic architecture as models.*

Although none of the early houses exists in its original
state, Shaker village views and descriptions from journals
and other accounts suggest that they looked much like the
early meetinghouses constructed in the eastern communi-
ties. The Shirley, Massachusetts, meetinghouse, built in
1793 and now located at Hancock Shaker Village, provides
one example of early Shaker architecture (Figure 3). The
earliest dwellings, built in the 1700s, were modest wood-
frame buildings with gambrel roofs. Such houses mirrored
the surrounding rural architecture of the Anglo-Dutch
Hudson River valley. According to Youngs, at this time the
Shakers were more concerned with survival than with cre-
ating a distinct building style. As the Shakers grew in num-
ber and became more prosperous and unified, however, they
looked more closely at many aspects of their society, includ-
ing their houses, and they began construction programs to
enlarge and regularize the forms of their abodes.

During the early 1800s, the new houses helped main-
tain order in daily activities and emphasize the concept of
communal life and worship. The structures became one of
the most recognizable building types of a Shaker village.

Figure 3 Meetinghouse from Shirley, Massachusetts, 1792-93,
moved in 1962 to Hancock Shaker Village, Massachusetts

Large and boxy, they accommodated from thirty to one
hundred men and women, while maintaining the Shaker
ideal of celibacy. The basis for housing this many inhabi-
tants is not clearly documented. Edward Deming Andrews,
citing Arthur Baker, stated that “experience proved that the
ideal size was about fifty members: if larger, ‘the energy
evoked by the communal system was apt to be dissipated
over so wide an area’ . . . if much smaller, the advantages of
combination and division of labor were to a degree lost.”*
Larger numbers of Shakers allowed for the duplication of
interior features such as separate staircases, hallways, and
sitting rooms for the brothers and sisters to ensure that the
two sexes would not meet within the house except at orga-
nized meetings, for meals, and for worship. The dwellings
allowed communal work and worship, but also kept the
number of residents manageable so that the elders could
maintain control and supervision.

The regulation of time was another means of keeping
order. Brothers and sisters functioned under strict sched-
ules that reflected more the time-organization of early fac-
tories than the schedule of a rural communal society.
“Orders concerning rising in the Morning and retiring to
Rest at Night” listed the following selected rules:

All are required to rise in the morning at the signal given for
that purpose; and when any rise before the usual time they
must not be noisy.

2. Brethren should leave their rooms, within fifteen minutes
after the signal time of rising in the morning, unless pre-
vented by sickness or infirmity.

3. Sisters must not go to brethren’s rooms, to do chores, until
twenty minutes after the signal time of rising in the moming. . . .
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7. No one may sit up after the usual time of retiring to rest, to
work, read, write, or any thing of the kind, without liberty
from the Elders, and the knowledge of those who have the
care of the room where they lodge.*’

These exact time periods, “within fifteen minutes,” “until

twenty minutes,” kept members poised to stay on top of the

day’s work and separated men and women.

The strict division of time added another dimension to
the control mechanisms that were gradually imbedded in
Shaker life. Economic and productive scheduling was con-
sidered an excellent way to demonstrate one’s love for com-
munity and for God. Countless testimonies and histories of
Mother Ann attribute two famous sayings to her: “Hands to
work, hearts to God” and “Do all your work as though you
had a thousand years to live, and as if you knew you must die
tomorrow.” The wise use of time also extracted the most
labor from a large group of workers, a vital requirement for
the Shakers’ prosperity.

The Shakers built large dwelling houses instead of
small ones for many reasons. First, the social and religious
organization of the Shaker community required that mem-
bers live together in large units rather than smaller ones.
The foundation and stability of the community relied on
the subordination of the individual to the group. Members
living together in sizable dwellings were forced to come in
contact with many other members of the family, which
required a great deal of patience and cooperation from all
inhabitants.

Second, sheltering more people under one roof was
more economical than providing the same number with sev-
eral smaller houses. In addition, having many people live
together made a variety of chores easier to perform.* The
Shakers’ morning schedule required that everyone rise at
4:30 a.M. in the summer and 5:30 a.M. in the winter. While
brethren performed the early morning jobs like milking the
cows, the sisters went into each dwelling room, aired the
spaces, made the beds, and swept the floors. Other sisters
went downstairs to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. One
hour later, everyone was ready to meet in the dining room
for the day’ first meal, having already accomplished many
tasks.

Third, the various dwellings were used to classify mem-
bers of the society, usually by age and by religious commit-
ment. This worked in a number of ways. For instance, the
Shakers believed that children should live in their own
order, apart from other members except for a Shaker
brother or sister who served as their guardian. Children
could thus be indoctrinated more easily into the Shaker way
of life. Furthermore, separation isolated the most perfect
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Shakers, the First Order, and supposedly allowed them to
follow the Millennial Laws without being corrupted by
newer, less fervent members.

Fourth, and most important, the family elders and
eldresses could more conveniently keep watch over all the
members if they were living under the same roof. Rarely
was a Shaker alone in the dwelling house. Privacy was
unknown. By constructing large dwellings, the ministry
ensured that a majority of the Believers lived in a house built
to implement the Millennial Laws. It was therefore possible
to reform and educate many people at the same time.

An Architecture of Control

In the next three decades, the central ministry in New
Lebanon attempted to standardize the arrangement of space
within Shaker houses, and they largely succeeded. The laws
regulating dwellings, originated by Meacham and Wright
and written down, enforced, and altered by later members
of the ministry, resulted from a practical approach to ensure
the society’s survival. Not only did the elders wish to keep
all members on the road to perfection, but they also wanted
to maximize efficiency in producing goods. Throughout
their history, the Shakers sought to balance their commu-
nity’s temporal and spiritual needs.

During the early 1800s, the Shakers enlarged most of
their late eighteenth-century dwellings and constructed
many new ones. These changes allowed for the accommo-
dation of new converts and enabled the ministry better to
implement its rules concerning the separation of the sexes
and the behavior of members within dwellings. The
increased space provided more room for required elements
of Shaker houses—separate stairways and halls for men and
women, a dining room, and a large meeting room left free
of supports so that the Shakers could perform their dances.
The rooms of family elders and deacons could be placed
near entrances and other busy areas to permit better super-
vision of inhabitants. Tasks could also be better organized
by housing members who worked together in the same
rooms.

Whereas many of the eastern dwelling houses were
built of wood or, in some cases, of brick, other buildings in
New England and many in the West were constructed of
stone; these conveyed a strong sense of permanence and
authority akin to the intended character of many institu-
tional structures of the same era. When the Enfield, New
Hampshire, Shakers decided to build a massive granite
dwelling house, they turned to a professional architect,
Ammi B. Young, rather than attempt to do the work them-
selves, having no trained stonemasons among their mem-
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Figure 4 Great Stone Dwelling House,
Enfield, New Hampshire, 1837-41. The
cupola is a later addition. Photograph by
Elmer R. Pearson, 1971, Historic
American Buildings Survey

bers.* Young was a natural choice; he had designed the Ver-

mont State Capitol in Montpelier, but more important, he
had experience designing dormitories, most notably Went-
worth Hall (1828) at Dartmouth College, in nearby
Hanover.’® Built between 1837 and 1841, the Shaker
dwelling was inspired by the Greek Revival style with a
gable roof and little ornamentation except for gable end
returns and flat granite lintels over the windows and doors
(Figures 4-6). Inside, the wide central hallway accommo-
dated two staircases at either end of the building, as well as
a large dining room with freestanding columns and a meet-
ing room above (the four columns shown on the plan in
Figure 6 were added in the twentieth century), each with
separate entrances for brothers and sisters. Numerous retir-
ing rooms housed men and women at opposite ends of the
house.

In the western communities, dwellings departed to
some extent from eastern standards by drawing on regional
materials and architectural forms. At Pleasant Hill, Ken-
tucky, the third largest Shaker village after New Lebanon
and Union Village, Ohio, the Shakers erected a number of
houses in stone or brick for the community’s families. In

particular, the dwellings constructed in the 1820s and 1830s
tend to be larger and more elaborate than those in the East
of the same era. Many of them include kitchen ells that
extend from the back of the buildings (Figure 7). These ells
evolved from detached kitchens, known as summer
kitchens, which were set behind the main house and were
common in the South and Midwest. In addition to influ-
encing the construction of separate kitchens, the warmer
climate of the South shaped other aspects of Shaker archi-
tecture in Kentucky, such as the incorporation of large win-
dows, high ceilings, and exceptionally wide hallways to
facilitate air circulation (Figure 8). Micajah Burnett, a
trustee of Pleasant Hill who supervised many of the com-
munity’s construction projects, is largely responsible for the
worldly elegance of many of the western dwellings. He
combined Shaker requirements for order and dual spaces
for men and women with the architectural forms and details
of the Federal style as they appeared in nearby public and
institutional buildings, such as the Old State Capitol in
Frankfort, Kentucky. The Center Family’s third dwelling,
constructed of limestone between 1824 and 1834, combines
classicizing elements including arched ceilings in the hall-
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ways and meeting room (Figure 9), Tuscan columns in the
dining room, and painted blue moldings throughout to pro-
vide a sense of unity and refinement to the building. Such
elements would have been expected in large public build-
ings of the period, but double entrances leading into a cen-
tral hall that contains separate staircases marked the
structure as a Shaker building.

Windows could, of course, function as a mode of sur-
veillance. Shaker leaders, who lived on the upper floor of
the meetinghouses in the late 1700s and early 1800s to keep
apart from the main body of Shakers, used interior windows
to watch worship meetings. In the Pleasant Hill meeting-
house, built in 1820, two small windows pierce the wall
between the main meeting space and the ministry’s quar-
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ters.’! In 1824, the New Lebanon Shakers completed their
second meetinghouse, an enormous structure with a grace-
fully curved roof (it replaced the original meetinghouse,
which the community had outgrown). In 1851, the ministry
had four small louvered windows added to the south wall
between the worship area and their quarters so that the
elders and eldresses could watch services unobserved (Fig-
ure 10).°? Swank notes that even the numerous large win-
dows of the dwelling houses served a monitoring function.
Traditionally left uncovered, they “were practical devices
for controlling light, an aesthetic expression of Shaker
design, and reinforcers of community order.”?

The standard arrangement of space in these dwellings
differed only slightly from that of the early houses and var-
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Figure 7 Center Family Dwelling House, Pleasant Hill, Kentucky,
1824-34. Photograph by Jack E. Boucher, 1963, Historic American
Buildings Survey

Figure 8 Front hall, second floor, Center Family Dwelling House,
South Union, Kentucky, 1822-33. Photograph by Elmer R. Pearson,
1972, Historic American Buildings Survey

ied little from community to community. The HABS plans
of the New Lebanon North Family’s main dwelling (Fig-
ure 11) record a typical layout. The basement was used for
food storage and preparation. In many dwellings, the din-
ing room was located on the same level as the kitchen to
make the serving of meals efficient. Such was the arrange-
ment at Enfield’s Great Stone Dwelling, Pleasant Hill’s
Center Family dwelling, and New Lebanon’s North Fam-
ily and South Family dwellings (Figures 12-14). As is noted
on the North Family dwelling plan, visitors and hired help
ate in separate dining rooms. Elsewhere, however, such as
the brick dwelling in Hancock, the dining room was on the
floor above the kitchen, either at one end of the house or in
arear ell. In these cases, the room was located directly above
the kitchen, and dumbwaiters moved food between the two
levels.** This setup kept the hot and noisy activities of food
preparation below ground in the cool cellar, without requir-
ing the sisters who worked in the kitchen to run up and
down the stairs at meal times.

The first floor, the most active area of the house, had
many common rooms (Figure 15). After the 1845 con-
struction of the addition to the North Family’s dwelling,
which expanded the house to the north, men and women
had their own front entrances. Stairways corresponded to
these entryways, roughly dividing the building into three
sections: one accommodated the brothers; another housed
the sisters; and the center space generally housed the dea-
cons and elders. Families installed separate entrances and

Figure 9 Meeting room, Center Family Dwelling House, Pleasant Hill.

Photograph by Jack E. Boucher, 1963, Historic American Buildings
Survey

Figure 10 Interior with louvered windows (at right), Church Family

Meetinghouse, New Lebanon, New York. Meetinghouse, 1822-24,
windows, 1851. Historic American Buildings Survey
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Figure 11 First Dwelling House, North Family, New Lebanon, 1818; enlarged 1845, 1863; demolished 1973.
Undated photograph

Figure 12 Basement-floor plan, First Dwelling House, North Family, New Lebanon, 1939. Plan by A. K. Moseley,
Historic American Buildings Survey
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Figure 13 Dwelling House, South Family, New
Lebanon, by 1831. Undated photograph

Figure 14 Basement-floor plan, Dwelling House,
South Family, New Lebanon, 1942. Plan by L. G.
Wands, Historic American Buildings Survey

Figure 15 First-floor plan, First Dwelling House,
North Family, New Lebanon, 1939. Plan by A. K.
Moseley, Historic American Buildings Survey
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Figure 16 Second- and third-
floor plan, First Dwelling
House, North Family, New
Lebanon, 1939. Plan by A. K.
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Figure 17 “Shaker Buildings in
The Great
House of the Church Family is

New Lebanon.”

&

3 suavors moom on the left; the Meetinghouse
is on the right. From John

areas for brothers and sisters in all their old and new
dwellings in the early 1800s.

The upper levels of the house contained the members’
retiring rooms (Figure 16). Again, brothers’ rooms were on
one side, sisters’ quarters on the other, and elders’ and
eldresses’ units in the center. The division of space between
the sexes varied from house to house. In some cases, the two
groups were placed at either end of the building, as in the
North Family’s main dwelling. In other structures, such as
the New Lebanon Church Family’s Great House (Figure
17) or Hancock’s brick dwelling, men and women lived in
rooms on the same floor, across the hall from one another.

Division of the sexes was not absolute; instead it was
meant to present a constant reminder to all Shakers of the
rule of celibacy. Few elders wanted the kind of distance that
was characteristic of monasteries. The historian Henri
Desroche asserted that the Shakers disliked monasticism
because its selectivity excused the rest of the population
from leading the apostolic life.> The Shakers believed
everyone should follow Christ on the path to perfection and
salvation.
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With the enlargement of old dwellings and the con-
struction of new ones, the elders were able to design inte-
rior space in ways that would make it easier to maintain
control over the brothers and sisters and to regulate their
movement. Floor plans of the New Lebanon South Family’s
dwelling house show how hallways, doorways, and walls
restricted circulation between various rooms. The core of
the dwelling was built sometime before 1831. In that year,
a major renovation enlarged the building. Thereafter, the
family journals record no major building activity for the
house, so we can assume its exterior and interior layout
changed little while it was owned by the Shakers. The
HABS drawings documenting the interior were made in
1942, shortly after the Shakers had vacated the South Fam-
ily’s cluster of buildings.

The basement contains the kitchen, dining room, and
separate entrances (see Figure 14). Although the plans do
not specify entrances, stairways, and sitting rooms for the
brothers and sisters, the women’s entrance is most likely
door 22, leading into the kitchen, where women rather than
men worked. Hence, the sisters’ stairway is on the left side
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Figure 18 First-floor plan, Dwelling
House, South Family, New Lebanon,
1942. Plan by L. G. Wands, Historic
American Buildings Survey
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of the house; the brothers’ stair is on the right, corre-
sponding to their entrance. Neither entrance leads directly
into a main hall. The sisters had to cross the kitchen or both
the kitchen and the dining room to reach their staircase.
The brothers had to go through the dining room or a room
on the right to reach their stair, as the direct way to the main
hall is blocked by a dumbwaiter. No one could enter or
leave the house unseen as long as the other two rooms were
occupied. The kitchen, of course, would have been occu-
pied for much of the family’s waking hours since food
preparation was an ongoing process. If we use floor plans of
other dwellings as a guide, the room at the southwest cor-
ner of the house (at lower right) was probably the deacons’
room. The brothers, therefore, could not have entered the
house unnoticed either. Access to the dining room for meals
was controlled as well. Sisters entered through door 12,
while brothers used door 11.

On the first floor, the spatial arrangement restricted
movement in a similar way (Figure 18). Brothers and sis-
ters could come into the meeting room directly only by
going through their respective doors near their respective
stairways. The two narrow hallways flanking the meeting
room were blocked, on one side by a thin partition, on the
other side by a dumbwaiter. Entrance into the meeting
room through its side doors was possible only by passing
through the two rooms at the front of the house, which
could have been used as sitting rooms, the sisters’ area on
the left, the brothers’ on the right.

The segmentation of space emphasized the codes of
behavior and movement recorded in the Millennial Laws.
Among these were “Orders concerning the Language of
Believers,” “Orders concerning rising in the Morning and

retiring to Rest at Night,” and “Orders concerning Attend-
ing to Meals, Eating, &c. &c.” The orders shaped the way
members carried themselves, spoke, dressed, and acted. The
architecture of the dwellings kept them constantly aware of
where they were and how they should behave.

The wave of dwelling house construction allowed the
elders to better supervise inhabitants through the strict con-
trol of the number of persons per room. For example, the
1831-32 enlargement of the Great House (built in 1788;
burned 1875) in New Lebanon provided sixteen retiring
rooms for all the inhabitants.’¢ Elders, trustees, and dea-
cons were paired with a fellow leader and assigned to spe-
cific rooms. When an individual ceased being a deacon or
elder, he or she moved into a different room. In the rest of
the retiring rooms, the number of inhabitants ranged
between four and eight. The elders felt these numbers to
be desirable because roommates could work in teams and
keep an eye on one another. The elders carefully orches-
trated the organization of retiring rooms and the placement
of Shakers in each room. In the 1830s and 1840s especially,
numerous “great moves” took place along with many other
smaller moves that constantly shifted Shakers from room
to room, house to house, and job to job. The intention was
to prevent residents from forming deep personal relation-
ships with each other and to keep natural family members
apart as much as possible. In addition, the frequent chang-
ing of duties among brothers and sisters required individu-
als to live with those who had similar jobs so they could
work more productively and efficiently. For example, on 14
January 1854, Peter Long and Charles Sizer exchanged res-
idences. “Peter moved from the Office & took Charles
Sizer’s place in the family Deacon’s room N 1. and Charles
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went to the Office, to occupy in the line of business that
Peter has.”” Other changes were more routine. Sisters
worked in the kitchen for three-month intervals, and often
during that time they lived together in retiring rooms. The
system made the preparation of meals more efficient
because all cooks kept the same schedule.

Even the elders lived under this system. When an elder
or eldress resigned, he or she moved from the elders’ rooms
and into a retiring room with brothers or sisters. The
replacement moved from a retiring room into the elders’
quarters. Finally, newcomers, attrition, sickness, and death
affected the makeup of a dwelling house’s population. In
February 1837, Elisha Blakeman of New Lebanon’s Church
Family noted that “in consequence of the late deaths [one
brother and three sisters had died recently], a great move
takes place to day in our Order. Twenty-five persons change
their place of residence.”*® Boys and girls left the children’s
quarters for one of the main dwelling houses when they
turned fourteen. At this age, they were expected to take on
adult duties even though they would not become full Shak-
ers until they were eighteen, when they could sign the
covenant. At the same time, a constant stream of members
ran off, abandoning roommates and coworkers, forcing the
elders to find people to fill their jobs. If a member became
seriously ill, he or she was moved to the infirmary or even
quarantined in a small building called the Martin’s Box,
located near the New Lebanon Great House. When the
individual was ready to return to work, he or she could
move back to the dwelling house. This system of moves
kept members in a state of flux and removed another aspect
of control from their grasp.

Despite the measures taken to prevent close relation-
ships, particularly among natural family members, many
personal connections remained intact and new ones devel-
oped. Although Meacham’s belief that all natural familial
ties had to be severed, exceptions were often made in the
nineteenth century. Members who had brought their entire
family into the Shaker community were periodically
allowed to visit their young children, if they were living in
separate families. In some cases, children lived in the same
family as their natural parents: “little Semantha Reynolds
was taken by her mother (Menerva) to Canaan [part of the
New Lebanon community], where she could be more
directly under her Mother’s government.”® Such conces-
sions point to a two-tiered system of rules; one was the offi-
cial, highly structured code of conduct as recorded in the
Millennial Laws, the other was a loosely structured set of
rules enforced by the family elders and strengthened or
relaxed depending upon the behavior of members and the
needs of the family as a whole. Even the laws themselves

368 JSAH / 62:3, SEPTEMBER 2003

state that “those rules and regulations, relative to health,
economy, and such as are the necessary attendants of local
circumstances, in the social connection of society, are sub-
ject to such modifications, amendments, or repeals, as cir-
cumstances require.”® Each community and family within
it had the freedom to determine standards on their own, as
long as they did not violate any basic codes of Shakerism
such as celibacy.

Built-in furniture in the dwellings also shaped the way
Shakers used and perceived their domestic space. In the
past, scholars have noted that the Shakers’ widespread use
of built-ins derived from their love of sparseness and their
desire to save space. Built-in furniture also provided another
method of controlling behavior and asserting order within
dwelling houses.

The Shakers were not the first to use such furniture,
but they incorporated it into their structures in many inno-
vative ways. Cupboards and shelves were ubiquitous fea-
tures of eighteenth-century Anglo and Dutch architecture
in America. Many homes of wealthy families erected
between 1750 and 1800 in the Northeast had built-ins.
Thomas Jefferson installed ingenious dumbwaiters in a fire-
place mantle to move objects between floors at Monticello.
In Cottage Residences (1842), Andrew Jackson Downing rec-
ommended the “rising cupboard,” or dumbwaiter, especially
if the kitchen was in the basement.’! He also noted that
closets were “absolutely necessary” for providing adequate
storage.®?

That the Shakers chose to incorporate so much furni-
ture into the physical fabric of their houses attests to the
desire on the part of the ministry and elders to imbue all
aspects of the house with order. Both communal and more
private spaces had built-ins, as can be seen in the pho-
tographs of the meeting room in the brick dwelling in Han-
cock and a retiring room in the Great Stone Dwelling in
Enfield (Figures 19, 20). Every large Shaker dwelling house
had an attic filled with built-in cabinets and/or shelves to
store goods accumulated as a result of the Shakers’ growing
population and wealth (Figure 21). The Shakers used a sys-
tem of numbers and letters to ensure that each item would
be stored in its proper place.®®* In The Poetics of Space, the
French philosopher Gaston Bachelard discussed the use of
drawers, chests, and wardrobes as metaphors for classifica-
tion and order.®* As an example, he referred to Henri
Bosco’s Monsieur Carve-Benoit 4 la campagne. Carre-Benoit
has a singular affection for his solid oak filing cabinet
because its forty-eight drawers allow him to sort thousands
of objects.®* Although there is no evidence that the Shakers
professed such emotions for their furniture, the built-in
drawers and cupboards allowed the dwelling houses to func-
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tion as large filing cabinets. The various retiring rooms

organized the inhabitants within by age, sex, occupation,
and religious conviction, while the built-ins permitted the
elders to keep track of the clothing and other material pos-
sessions of those who lived in the houses. Thus the Shakers
literally built order into the arrangement of interior space.

As a reflection of control, the desire for cleanliness
always pervaded the Shaker environment, but its impact
varied in degrees from time to time. During Mother Ann’s
Work, the central ministry instituted the “sweeping gift,”

Figure 19 Meeting room, Brick
Dwelling House, Church Family,
Hancock, 1830

Figure 20 Built-in drawers and
cabinets, retiring room, Great Stone
Dwelling House, Enfield

Figure 21 Built-in drawers and
cabinets, attic, Brick Dwelling
House, Church Family, Hancock.
Photograph by Elmer R. Pearson,
1970, Historic American Buildings
Survey

which became an annual ritual in all Shaker communities
for the next cight years. Beginning in December 1841 in
New Lebanon: “The Elder brethren & the 4 Instruments
[members through whom spirits spoke] aforesaid, continue
their singing & marching from building through the Ist
Order. The Sisters, both Elderesses & Instruments go in
company with the Brethren in the M.[eeting] house,
dwelling houses Office wash-house & such buildings are
improved by both sexes, but in other buildings they go
seperately [sic]. They have followed this work every day this
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week, thus far, sweeping & cleaning the buildings. The 2d
Order are cleaning their habitations likewise.”®’

The Shakers, equating physical cleanliness with spiri-
tual purity, saw all dirt as being evil. Such a view was not
unusual for the time. Mainstream Americans became
increasingly concerned with household sanitation as well.
In her prescriptive book on domestic architecture,
Catharine Beecher recommended numerous ways to allow
in natural light and maintain cleanliness and good ventila-
tion in the home. She suggested that every chamber have a
chimney and an opening above the door.®® Good air circu-
lation also concerned the Shakers, and they took steps in
the mid-nineteenth century to achieve it in their houses. In
January 1855, carpenters cut windows over all the doors in
the New Lebanon North Family’s main dwelling house so
air could circulate from the halls into the retiring rooms.®
Dwellings in Pleasant Hill and South Union, Kentucky,
were built with arched transoms to allow more light into
interior spaces (see Figure 9). These windows were also
common in large institutional structures such as hospitals,
where light and proper air circulation were considered vital
to the good health of the patients.

Shaker Reform in a Larger Context

The Shakers’ desire to improve its members and ultimately
reform society paralleled goals of mainstream Americans.
While the Shakers busily overhauled their old dwellings and
built new ones, private groups and state governments began
constructing institutions meant to incarcerate and reform
society’s misfits—the criminal, the insane, and the poor.

The reasons for this new treatment of societal outcasts
are not entirely clear, although scholars have suggested var-
ious settings that encouraged the institutionalization of
those who were deemed deviant. I argue that evangelicalism
arising from the Second Great Awakening in the early nine-
teenth century played a role in furthering the cause of
reform based on good intentions, mixed with a consolida-
tion of power among certain reform groups and, in the case
of publicly run institutions, with the state. In his studies of
the rise of the penitentiary and of the asylum, Discipline and
Punish and Madness and Civilization, respectively, Michel
Foucault suggested that Enlightenment thought encour-
aged society to bring deviants under the control of reason.”®
Foucault took a critical view of prison and asylum reform,
stating that such institutions reflected modern industrial
society in which fear and conformity were used to subdue
and discipline their inmates. Although his work opened new
avenues of scholarship on institutions, he did not apply his
theories to actual buildings or communities.
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Rothman also takes a negative view of the reform of
prisons and asylums. In The Discovery of the Asylum: Social
Order and Disorder in the New Republic, he sets the establish-
ment of these institutions within the context of the Jack-
sonian age and relates the birth of the asylum to society’s
desire to incarcerate misfits rather than maintain them
within the community.”! Rothman suggests that as the nine-
teenth century progressed, state institutions in particular
became holding pens for the poor, the insane, and immi-
grants from eastern and southern Europe, and argues that
the strong impulse toward discipline and incarceration was
a reaction to social disorder of the period. Other historians
have studied specific types of institutions and their archi-
tecture, placing the rise of prisons, asylums, and hospitals
within the context of social history, religious history, and
women’s studies.”

Although the Quakers and Shakers had established
themselves before the Second Great Awakening began, both
groups used the spirit of reform emanating from this period
to further their own ideas of reform and to demonstrate the
truth of their beliefs. In addition, the two groups used archi-
tecture to reform individuals. The Quakers played a leading
role in introducing prison reform and moral treatment of
the insane to the United States. The Shakers chose to build
new villages with specific forms of architecture adapted to
their ideas. Although the Shakers were not an offshoot of
the Quakers, they shared many views with them, having
been part of the English tradition of religious dissent. Both
groups had experienced persecution and imprisonment in
England and America; both adhered to pacifism, a tenet that
led many members to be imprisoned during the Revolution,
the War of 1812, and the Civil War, until the United States
government granted them exemption. This history of dis-
sent loomed large in the Quaker and Shaker mentalities.
Most important, both groups believed in an inner or “Christ
spirit” that dwelled within every person, making it possible
for humans to perfect themselves. The two sects, however,
worked for reform in different ways. Whereas the Shakers
separated themselves from the world and sought social
change within their own communities using celibacy and
other control mechanisms, the Quakers, well established
and part of the outside world, sought reform in mainstream
society through charitable organizations and institutions.
The latter group initially had the most influence in
Philadelphia and New York City, where it led movements to
improve the conditions of criminals and the mentally ill.

Until the late 1700s, Americans considered crime and
insanity localized difficulties rather than critical, sweeping
social problems. A mostly rural population with small towns
and few cities had a limited number of institutions to deal
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with social deviants.”® Punishment for crimes included fines,
whipping, placement in the stocks, or death. Towns impris-
oned persons awaiting trial, but did not see incarceration as
the final punishment.” If such measures did not reform the
criminal, the community usually ejected him or her. Local
authorities treated the poor and insane differently. Usually
families or neighbors cared for these groups. Although a
handful of almshouses existed in urban areas like Boston
and New York, such institutions were not large enough to
house all the disabled, poor, and insane in a region. In the
1600s, some colonies, including Massachusetts, Connecti-
cut, New York, and Rhode Island, passed laws requiring
communities to care for the mentally ill without families.”

As did the Shakers’ earliest dwelling houses, eigh-
teenth-century jails followed the “family model for orga-
nizing an institution” and consequently resembled a large
house.” Inmates in such prisons were not confined to a cell,
did not have to wear a uniform, and were not restrained in
any way. No systems of supervision existed. The eigh-
teenth-century jail was not meant to reform.

The new models that developed in early-nineteenth-
century America seem to have been drawn from several
sources, leading to some debate as to whether American
reform institutions were based on European models or
homegrown. Rothman argues that although Americans
rejected eighteenth-century mistreatment of the incarcer-
ated, as did Europeans, institutions of reform in the United
States responded to uniquely American social problems.””
Nevertheless, it is clear that the writings of European
reformers, namely the Milanese jurist Cesare Beccaria’s On
Crimes and Punishments (1764) and the Englishman John
Howard’s The State of the Prisons in England and Wales
(1777), drew the attention of both Europeans and Ameri-
cans to the need for improving the treatment of the crimi-
nal and the insane through laws and the construction of
more humane institutions.”® Other historians have argued
that European theories and buildings influenced the con-
struction of new institutions in the United States. Norman
Johnston’s work on Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadel-
phia (1829) shows that the “so-called radial, or hub-and-
spoke” design of John Haviland, newly arrived from Great
Britain in 1821, reflected the plan of many county prisons
being built at the time throughout the British isles.”® In her
examination of the Massachusetts State Prison at
Charlestown, designed by Charles Bulfinch and opened in
1805, Elaine Jackson-Retondo states that the influence of
the works of Beccaria and Howard “could be seen in the
reform rhetoric, prison discipline, and siting of the Massa-
chusetts State Prison at Charlestown as well as other nine-
teenth-century penal institutions.”®® Solitary confinement,

a system used extensively in Pennsylvania in 1800s, was first
envisioned by an Englishman, Jonas Hanway, in a 1776 plan
of a penitentiary.’!

The role of Jeremy Bentham and his Panopticon is
more difficult to ascertain. Though Rothman argues that
Bentham had little impact because his writings were not
well known in America, other historians have credited Ben-
tham with greater influence. According to Johnston, citing
Blake McKelvey’s work, some reformers, especially Thomas
Eddy, a Quaker merchant involved with the planning of
New York state’s new penitentiary in Auburn, argued for
the incorporation of separate night cells there, referring to
the work of Howard and Bentham.?? Johnston also observes
that the two large prisons erected with circular or semicir-
cular plans in the United States, the Virginia Penitentiary
in Richmond (1800), by Benjamin Latrobe, and the first
Western Penitentiary in Pittsburgh (1826), by William
Strickland, reflected elements of Bentham’s Panopticon and
many small county prisons erected in Ireland and England
prior to 1820.8 Although no prison was constructed based
on Bentham’s plan, the approaches Bentham expressed in
Panopticon; or, the Inspection-House (1791) were ideas embod-
ied in later prisons and asylums built in the United States.
Panopticon was one of the first publications to propose an
entire system for supervising “persons of any description.”**
Bentham’s plan, based on a round structure with a central
watchtower, worked on the premise that inmates would
behave correctly as long as they believed they were being
constantly observed. The plan of the Panopticon (Figure
22) shows a watchtower surrounded by levels of cells, all
within view of the guard hidden inside the central viewing
chamber, or lodge. Robin Evans notes that one of the most
extraordinary features of the Panopticon was that it
“brought the prison into the realm of utopia.” It provided
a model environment that could be replicated in isolation
from the rest of the world allowing reason to take control.
This perception of the Panopticon as a utopia was appeal-
ing to a new nation that was experimenting with a number
of models for improving society.

Bentham’s work sets out specifications for the Panop-
ticon, covering everything from the size of the units and
passageways to the lighting of the inmates’ cells so that con-
victs could be viewed both day and night. He suggested
incorporating running water and individual toilets into each
cell to enforce solitary confinement within the structure.
Bentham’s idea of supervision encompassed not only the
prisoners themselves, but also the inspectors, who would be
watched by the superintendents, who in turn would be
observed by the visiting public. In this way, the entire struc-
ture of the building would be pervaded by an atmosphere of
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unyielding watchfulness that would keep everyone under
control. Bentham realized that constant supervision would
be impossible, so he provided means to have the inmates
believe as much.? While prisoners could always be seen in
their cells from the watchtower, the lodge itself was
screened so that they could not tell when someone in it was
watching them.

Bentham proposed the use of forced labor to subdue
inmates and to make the jail self-supporting. He believed
that for the most efficiency, the trade should be chosen by
the inmates themselves, based on what each one was most
adept at or particularly enjoyed. As a form of incentive, the
most productive inmates would be rewarded with meat,
beer, or even small earnings.

Although Bentham’s plan began with the premise that
prisoners would be contained in individual cells, later he sug-
gested that his Panopticon would operate even better if each
unit contained two to four people. Through an economy of
construction, the same cell could serve many functions,
including sleeping, eating, working, worship, and punish-
ment.?” Roommates could work together more efficiently
and therefore be more productive. Bentham also considered
housing both men and women in the same building.® Such
accommodations could be possible only if the sexes were in
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opposite sides of the edifice and hidden from each other’s
view by a large drape hung across the center of the building.
Male inspectors would be assigned to view the men, and
female inspectors would watch the women.

Bentham saw far-reaching applications for his Panop-
ticon, arguing that it could be employed by prisons, facto-
ries, asylums, hospitals, and schools.®? Not only would the
inmates be subdued by believing they were under constant
supervision, but the superintendent or warden of the insti-
tution could also easily classify inmates. In an insane asy-
lum, violent patients would be separated from calm ones.
In a school, bright students would be set apart from slower
ones.”® Many aspects of Bentham’s Panopticon are common
to institutions of reform. Rothman outlines their major
characteristics: 1) incarceration as the primary means of
punishment and treatment; 2) a unity of design and struc-
ture among all types of institutions; 3) the isolation of nine-
teenth-century institutions conveyed through solid walls
and policies that separated inmate from outsider; 4) the divi-
sion of daily routines into blocks of time maintained by the
ringing of bells; 5) the emphasis on work and solitude; 6)
the ability to maintain order in the early years that eventu-
ally gave way by the mid-nineteenth century to disorder;
and 7) with a few exceptions, the emphasis on the treatment
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Figure 23 \Walnut Street Jail,
Philadelphia. Engraving from
William Birch and Son, The
City of Philadelphia in the
state of Pennsylvania, North
America, as it appeared in the
year 1800, consisting of
twenty-eight plates
(Philadelphia, 1800), unpag.

Figure 24 Charles Bulfinch,
"View of the Principal Front
of a Building Proposed for a
Prison or Penitentiary
House," Charlestown,
Massachusetts, 1802

of the lower classes.”! All but points 1 and 7 can be applied

to Shaker architecture as well. Although there is no evi-
dence that the Shakers knew of Bentham’s Panopticon, the
similarity of his proposals to practices that the Shakers insti-
tuted in their dwellings indicates that his ideas as transferred
to American reform institutions may have had some influ-
ence on the Shakers’ architecture.

Prison reform began in earnest in Philadelphia with the
formation in 1787 of the Philadelphia Society for Alleviat-
ing the Miseries of Public Prisons (later called the Penn-
sylvania Prison Society), the first organization of its kind in
America or Europe. It counted among its members leading
men of the city, including Dr. Benjamin Rush and Roberts
Vaux, a Quaker penal reformer. One of their first projects
dealt with the Walnut Street Jail, originally constructed in
1773, opened in 1776, and made a state penitentiary in 1790
(Figure 23).”? Based on legislation promoted by the prison
society, the state erected a small cell block within the prison
enclosure to provide solitary confinement for the worst
offenders, who in an earlier age would have been sentenced

to death.”” In the same year, the Pennsylvania state legisla-
ture passed a series of new penal laws that abolished pun-
ishment by death, mutilation, or the whip.”* The prison
society believed that convicted criminals could be reformed
through a period of incarceration, during which the inmate
would reflect on his sins through religious instruction and
hard physical labor.

In the 1800s, prisons were located in small towns or on
the outskirts of cities to isolate the prisoners from corrupt-
ing urban influences. Rural settings were thought to be con-
ducive to reform. The state of Massachusetts constructed
such a prison in Charlestown in 1804-5. In the 1802 plans
for the penitentiary (Figure 24), architect Bulfinch pro-
posed an elevation that closely resembles the tripartite
design of the Walnut Street Jail. This type of structure, with
a central block for the kitchen, keepers’ apartments, hospi-
tal, and common spaces, and two wings for the prisoners’
cells and workshops, organized space into clearly defined
areas (Figure 25). (It also became a standard layout for
insane asylums, hospitals, orphanages, and other institu-
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Figure 25 Bulfinch, first-floor (top) and basement- (bottom) plans, State Prison, Charlestown, 1802

tional buildings.) Bulfinch initially laid out only one row of
cells on each floor so that light could filter in through the
barred windows from both sides of the wing. As built, how-
ever, the prison had double-loaded wings of units, reducing
light and air circulation. The building was designed to allow
group labor during the day and solitary confinement at
night, a system later refined by and associated with the
Auburn State Prison in New York.” Extra-thick walls
around the cells, workshops, and other areas where the pris-
oners were held provided security against escape. Despite
the precautionary measures and the need to create a secure
structure, these early prisons were still perceived in a
domestic sense. They were called jail houses or penitentiary
houses and were considered temporary devices to help the
convict reenter society.

The situation changed in the next decade, when New
York established the congregate system at the state prison in
Auburn in 1816. Similar to the arrangements at the Wal-
nut Street Prison and at Charlestown, the congregate model
allowed inmates to eat and work together, but isolated them
at night. However, the fortresslike appearance of the
Auburn prison reflected society’s belief that incarceration
could permanently reform individuals. Whereas the early
Philadelphia, New York, and Massachusetts prisons still
resembled large houses, the Auburn prison’s crenellated
roofline and monotonous repetitive walls expressed the
strength and order required to mold inmates into
respectable citizens (Figure 26).

The Eastern State Penitentiary (Figure 27), a similarly
imposing structure, kept prisoners in solitary confinement

374 JSAH / 62:3, SEPTEMBER 2003

around the clock, sleeping, eating, and working in their
individual cells with virtually no human contact. The archi-
tect, Haviland, noted that it followed Bentham’s system but
was not a true Panopticon (Figure 28). Although the struc-
ture’s wings radiate from a central axis, they stand only one
story tall, with a few wings raised to two stories to accom-
modate more prisoners. In addition, the cells would have
blocked each prisoner’s exterior yard from the view of
guards in the central tower.”® Like the Panopticon, how-
ever, each cell at Eastern State was furnished with running
water and a primitive toilet to ensure absolute isolation of
each inmate. Many reformers lauded the “advances” made
at Pennsylvania.”’

In 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville and Gustave de Beau-
mont traveled throughout the Northeast to examine Amer-
ican penitentiaries for the French government. They were
not impressed with the system of solitary confinement;
rather, they believed that absolute seclusion harmed the
inmates’ health. Indeed, New York State instituted such
confinement at Auburn in 1821, but ended it two years later
after several prisoners went mad from the isolation. With a
sense of irony, they noted that “whilst society in the United
States gives the example of the most extended liberty, the
prisons of the same country offer the spectacle of the most
complete despotism.””® According to Tocqueville and Beau-
mont, the Eastern State Penitentiary was built for $432,000,
bringing the price of each cell to $1,624. The massive out-
side wall surrounding the prison structures cost $200,000.
In contrast, the state prison in Wethersfield, Connecticut,
was constructed in 1827 following the Auburn plan for a
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Figure 26 "State Prison at Auburn,” 1816.
Etching from Barber, Historical Collections of the
State of New York, 61

Figure 27 John Haviland, Eastern State
Penitentiary, Philadelphia, 1829. Engraving by C.
C. Childs, Philadelphia, 1829

total of $35,000, with each cell costing $150.86.” The two
French visitors regarded the Philadelphia prison as absurdly

expensive, especially because the inmates were continuously
confined to their own cells and yards. They also noted that
the amount of space afforded to every individual was gen-
erous; each cell was eight by twelve feet, with sixteen-foot
ceilings. Prisoners’ yards measured eight by twenty feet.!®

Tocqueville and Beaumont believed the huge walls, Gothic
towers, and wide iron gates to be unnecessary decoration,
though they admitted that Haviland effectively made the

prison look like a medieval fortress, thus conveying to
101

passersby the solemnity of its purpose.
Indeed, Haviland intended the prison to be the most
advanced of its kind in the treatment and reformation of

criminals. The symmetrical plan imposed an order over its

inhabitants that was intended to pervade their very psyches.

However, as is clear from the figures quoted above, such
progress required the expenditure of great sums of money
to provide a clean and somewhat comfortable environ-

) o ) Figure 28 Haviland, plan, Eastern State Penitentiary. Engraving by C.
ment.'%? The prison had facilities to fill every practical need, ¢ chiigs nd.

including apartments for the warden and inspector, a hos-
pital, an apothecary’s office, and gardens to provide food for
the inmates and staff.
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Auburn and Eastern State became the models for the
two systems of incarceration that existed in the United States
during the nineteenth century. The former was based on
congregate work while the latter was centered around com-
plete solitary confinement. Although the two plans differed
structurally, they shared many rules and goals, including
absolute silence, which prevented prisoners from commu-
nicating with one another and thus lessened the chance of
riots or escapes. Reformers believed that supervision via a
central watchtower, as at Eastern State, or through wardens
patrolling the halls ensured strict adherence to the rules.
Although the idea of constant supervision was as important
as the fact in keeping prisoners submissive, the Pennsylvania
system also relied heavily on isolation to control them. War-
dens used set schedules and prison uniforms to maintain
conformity; rules were meant to lessen the sense of individ-
uality and make inmates more responsive to orders. Reform-
ers also hoped that labor and religious education would lead
the prisoner to strive for redemption. Few reformers in the
early 1800s paid much attention to the plight of female con-
victs, who suffered extreme mistreatment as conditions for
male prisoners improved.!%

Despite the attention given to the Eastern State Peni-
tentiary, few states drew on Haviland’s design, mainly
because it was expensive to construct: the cost of each cell
was roughly ten times that of one built after the Auburn
plan. Nevertheless, variations on Haviland’s prison occa-
sionally appeared, most notably in the Civil War—era Ham-
mond General Hospital at the United States General Depot
for Prisoners of War, Point Lookout, Maryland. Many more
penitentiaries followed the Auburn plan, with its huge walls
punctured by monotonously repeating windows. The repe-
titious fagade reflected the rows of cell blocks within. Among
the best known of these prisons are the Massachusetts State
Prison in Charlestown, which adopted the Auburn plan in
1826, the Connecticut State Penitentiary in Wethersfield,
and Sing-Sing Prison in Ossining, New York (1825).

The prison reform movement had widespread influ-
ence. Other benevolent societies such as the Boston Prison
Discipline Society (1825) were founded to investigate local
jails. From 1820 to 1850, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland,
New Hampshire, Ohio, and Vermont had built prisons.
Most adopted the Auburn system because they believed it
to be cheaper to build and run, to provide better vocational
training, and to produce more money for the state than the
Pennsylvania model. Coming out of the spirit of reform
that pervaded the era of the Second Great Awakening, new
penal methods applied more humane forms of incarcera-
tion while being guided by the practical aspects of running
state institutions.
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Although there is no evidence to suggest that the Shak-
ers were directly influenced by prison reform, the sect did
have knowledge of reform movements. By the 1830s, the
Shakers were allowed to read popular magazines, including
Scientific American, Century, American Magazine of Useful and
Entertaining Knowledge, and Penny Magazine, where they
may have learned about prisons and insane asylums.!** In
addition, many Shaker villages were located near urban cen-
ters and reform institutions; New Lebanon was only two
hundred miles from Auburn and just a hundred miles up
the Hudson River from Sing-Sing. Trustees conducting
business for the Shakers would likely have passed these pris-
ons on their trading routes. Furthermore, Shaker commu-
nities incorporated the values of religion, work, and silence,
which the Quakers introduced into prisons to induce moral
improvement. The Shakers ate and worked in silence and
according to strict schedules. They sought to enforce con-
formity through dress, behavior, and environment, which
stripped members of their individual identity. The main dif-
ference between Shaker villages and prisons, of course, was
that a Shaker was always free to abandon the community, a
prison inmate was not.

That the Shakers knew about nineteenth-century
prison reform, but viewed it with some trepidation, is diffi-
cult to prove. Despite the long, often detailed descriptions
of cities, buildings, and the villages of other communal soci-
eties recorded by traveling Shakers, there is no record of a
member even passing by a prison. One reason for this
silence is a rule in the Millennial Laws under section XV,
“Orders concerning going Abroad, and Intercourse with the
World”: “It is forbidden for Believers to go into Museums,
Theatres, or to attend Caravans or shows, to gratify curios-
ity; and none should go on board of Steam Boats or Ves-
sels, or into prisons or jails, unless duty requires.”'% The
elders no doubt deemed these institutions off-limits to
Shakers because they were corrupt influences—museums
and theaters of the mind, prisons of morals. Nevertheless,
given the travels of elders and trustees and the reading
material available to Shakers in the early 1800s, it seems
likely that the sect was aware of reform movements in
American society.

Other institutions in early-nineteenth-century America
shared the same goals and intellectual heritage as the Shak-
ers and prison reformers. The rise of the insane asylum
reflected the hope that the mentally disabled could be cured
by removing them from mainstream society and placing
them in an environment designed to rehabilitate. As with
the new prisons, the first advances in the treatment of the
insane in America began in Philadelphia under the leader-
ship of the Quakers.
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Figure 29 “Plan of the
Principal Story of the
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In 1751, a group of Philadelphia civic leaders, includ-
ing Benjamin Franklin, established the Pennsylvania Hos-
pital, the first in the American colonies, to provide public
and private aid for the ill. One year later, the hospital initi-
ated a policy of accepting the insane.!% This move reveals
a shift in the perception of the mentally ill. By the 1700s,
doctors considered insanity to be a disease located within
the individual, not caused by supernatural powers. Although
few doctors believed it was curable, hospital treatment pro-
vided the best hope for improvement.!®” In 1773, the asy-
lum at Williamsburg, later named the Virginia Eastern
Asylum, opened. This institution was the first public hos-
pital devoted only to the care of the mentally ill.!% Both
institutions represented a change in society’s expectations;
communities were willing to accept more responsibility for
treating the insane. Yet, efforts focused on support and
maintenance rather than on developing humane methods
for curing these patients.

By the first decades of the nineteenth century, the
Quakers had begun to establish retreats based on the
humanitarian treatment of the insane. In the 1790s, inde-
pendently of each another, Philippe Pinel, of the Bicétre
and Salpétriere hospitals in Paris, and William Tuke, a
Quaker in York, England, implemented moral treatment of
the mentally ill based on “minimal physical correction,
incentives to self-control, and firm paternal direction.”!%
Influenced by the 1813 Philadelphia edition of Samuel
Tuke’s Description of the Retreat, an Institution near York, for
Insane Persons of the Society of Friends, the Quakers opened
the Friends’ Asylum in Frankford, just outside of Philadel-
phia, in 1817.!1% In addition to removing the insane from
the city, the Quakers segregated the patients by sex and
behavior. The most ill were isolated from the rest of the

group as a means of limiting negative influences on those
who had the best chance of recovery. The Friends’ Asylum
also instituted a domestic environment by housing the
superintendent and his family in the same building with the
patients. This arrangement allowed constant monitoring of
the staff and patients while downplaying the feeling of strict
supervision.

The apparent success of moral treatment in private asy-
lums such as the Friends’ led to a public outcry for state
institutions. Leland Bell suggested two main reasons for the
rise of what he called the Great Reform Era, which lasted
from 1830 to 1850. First, the effectiveness of moral treat-
ment in private asylums encouraged the belief that insanity
was curable; and second, the inadequate and limited hous-
ing for the insane aroused a reform impulse to persuade the
government to build state institutions.!!! To these explana-
tions we can add the rise of benevolent movements coming
out of the Second Great Awakening. State governments
established numerous asylums in the following twenty years
throughout the Northeast: the McLean Asylum (1818),
affiliated with Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston; the
Bloomingdale Asylum (1821), affiliated with New York
Hospital, New York City; and the Hartford Retreat in Con-
necticut (1824). In 1833, the Worcester State Lunatic Hos-
pital, Massachusetts, established under Dr. Samuel B.
Woodward, became the model for other state hospitals in its
paternalistic supervision of patients.

The plan of the Worcester State Lunatic Hospital was
typical of asylums (Figure 29). The central structure, marked
by a two-and-a-half-story entrance porch, stood four and a
half stories high on a raised basement. This section con-
tained the superintendent’s apartments, visitors’ rooms, and
sitting rooms, and anchored the opposing wings that held
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Figure 30 Male department, Pennsylvania Hospital for the Insane, Philadelphia, 18566-59. Engraving by W. E. Tucker, n.d.

the inhabitants. The superintendent’s quarters on the fourth
floor sat in the physical center of the hospital and gave him
clear views of the asylum grounds as a reminder to staff and
patients of the centralized control and supervision he held
over the institution. Woodward became known as a practi-
tioner of moral treatment, requiring his patients to engage
in employment, such as farming and sewing; amusement,
such as walking and riding; and religious worship.'? The
imposing facade of the central section, though somewhat
domestic in appearance, contrasted with the long, repeti-
tious facades of the wings, which contained eight-by-ten-
foot rooms for the patients.'® It is no accident that insane
asylums resembled many state penitentiaries, since they
shared common assumptions. Heads of both institutions
considered the standard layout—a central core flanked by
wings to classify inmates—vital to the maintenance of order
and, consequently, the ability to reform. However, the best-
known and most influential asylum was the privately sup-
ported Pennsylvania Hospital for the Insane established in
1840 under Dr. Thomas Story Kirkbride.

Kirkbride, a Quaker, strongly advocated moral treat-
ment, the use of compassion rather than chains to cure the
insane. From 1832 to 1833, he served as the resident physi-
cian at the Friends’ Asylum.!'* When offered the job as first
superintendent of the Pennsylvania Hospital for the Insane,
which was to open in 1841, he took it. Kirkbride’s long
tenure there, from 1840 to 1883, allowed him to shape the
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institution into a self-contained society in which he could
treat patients in the best manner he saw fit. According to
Nancy Tomes, Kirkbride was typical of the first generation
of asylum superintendents who, also being doctors, pro-
vided the medical rationale for asylum treatment. Thus,
these men “legitimated the social forces impelling the
insane out of the household and community.”!!

Kirkbride had specific ideas for the physical structure of
an insane asylum.!'® He called for the enlightened treatment
of the insane in state-run hospitals and proposed a plan for a
state hospital to accommodate 250 patients from all classes.
His plan resembled those of the state institutions of New Jer-
sey, Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.
Kirkbride site requirements paralleled those of early-nine-
teenth-century prisons and Shaker communities: the hospi-
tal should be set in the country, on tillable land, and near
good transportation. The hospital itself should be isolated
and its privacy fully secured, but views that “exhibit[ed] life in
its active forms” were desirable.!'” There should be from
thirty to fifty acres of pleasure grounds immediately sur-
rounding the buildings, but those of men and women should
be distinct and enclosed from visitors.!!®

As for the buildings, Kirkbride believed a doctor
knowledgeable in the treatment of the insane must approve
them: “So different from ordinary buildings or other pub-
lic structures are hospitals for the insane, that it is hardly
possible for an architect, however skillful, or a board of
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Figure 31 Male department, "“Plan of the Pennsylvania Hospital for the Insane.” From Thomas Story Kirkbride, On the Construction,

Organization, and General Arrangements of Hospitals for the Insane, 2d ed. (Philadelphia, 1880), unpag.

commissioners, however intelligent . . . to furnish such an
institution with all the conveniences and arrangements
indispensable for the proper care and treatment of its
patients.” Kirkbride argued that the interiors were most
important and therefore should be planned first, and “the
exterior so managed as not to spoil it in any of its details.”!"”
The style of the building was not to be elaborate or costly,
but in good taste, in order to resemble a country house
rather than an institution. The means of security should be
masked, this requirement stood in stark contrast to those of
state prisons, which produced a fortresslike appearance.
Kirkbride’s basic hospital building design was a three-
story central structure with two flanking wings built of either
stone or brick and topped with a copper, tin, or slate roof.
Figure 30 shows the new asylum as built to Kirkbride’s spec-
ifications in 1856-59. This structure became the male
department, while the old building, erected prior to Kirk-
bride’s arrival at the hospital, was designated the female
department, effectively separating the sexes. The building
followed a linear arrangement (Figure 31). The central block
contained the offices, public spaces, kitchen, parlors, and
library, while the wings held the patients’ retiring rooms and
work rooms. The entire space was important in presenting
an atmosphere of domestic comfort. Perhaps Kirkbride had
in mind the Worcester State Lunatic Hospital, where the
center portion of the structure was “to be used in the same
way as any ordinary dwelling-house.”'?° Each patient had a

single room, while clothes rooms and bathrooms were
shared among four patients. The long corridors and blocks
of rooms allowed the location of patients according to men-
tal condition, social class, age, and sex. As did Kirkbride, the
Shakers believed classification of individuals was necessary to
maintain order. They, however, segregated members accord-
ing to religious conviction, age, and sex, as their aim was reli-
gious conversion and perfection.

Like the Shakers, Kirkbride believed that light and ven-
tilation were most important for the health and comfort of
the inhabitants. He specified room size: ceilings at least
twelve feet high, corridors a minimum of twelve feet wide,
parlors and large rooms twenty feet square, and patient
rooms measuring nine by eleven feet. All windows were to
have iron sashes so that patients could not throw themselves
from upper stories. In patients’ rooms, windows should be
five feet six inches high by three feet wide and two per
room. Gas lighting would illuminate the buildings at night.
Although Kirkbride stated that the floors should be wood,
he suggested having iron stairs to guard against fire. Bath-
rooms were to be nine by eleven feet and contain cast-iron
tubs. The water closets contained a sink, urinals, and toi-
lets, all cast-iron and well enameled. Such features were not
common in the average home until the late 1800s. Kirk-
bride urged the incorporation of dumbwaiters to convey
meals from the basement kitchen to the dining rooms.
Other chores, such as washing, drying, and ironing, would
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be done in a building detached from the main structure so
that patients would not be disturbed by the noise.

Kirkbride even specified the type and amount of furni-
ture to be used in the main building so as to create an
atmosphere similar to that of a private dwelling. Well-
behaved patients had a bedstead, a table and chair, a strip
of carpet, and a small mirror in their rooms. However, none
of the objects could have projections or sharp corners on
which a patient might be injured. Kirkbride preferred iron
over wood bedsteads, because they were heavier and thus
harder to move around or damage. Excited patients were
allowed no movable furniture. The table furniture of the
dining rooms should be “neat and strong”; plain white
tableware was desirable.'”!

His many specifications concerning the patients’ living
quarters are remarkably similar to the rules concerning
dwellings laid out in the Millennial Laws. For example, the
Shakers were permitted to have the following items in retir-
ing rooms: “One rocking chair in a room is sufficient, except
where the aged reside. One table, one or two stands, a lamp
stand. . . . One good looking glass.”'?? Kirkbride, however,
believed the mentally ill should have their own rooms to
ensure their safety, whereas the Shaker elders used room-
mates as a supervisory measure. In addition, the Shakers
restricted the amount of furniture a member could have in
a retiring room. Built-in furniture prevented brothers and
sisters from rearranging the layout of a room to better suit
themselves. By controlling the very space inhabited by
members or inmates, both the Shaker elders and Kirkbride
wielded great power over their wards.

Kirkbride wished to establish a tightly supervised envi-
ronment for the insane in much the same way the Shakers’
attempted to create their own perfect society to improve
their members. Both Kirkbride and the Shakers believed
close interaction among men and women would upset the
stability of the community. They felt that close sexual rela-
tionships might result in the transfer of allegiance from the
community or leader to a lover. Both had strict hierarchical
organizations, though along different lines. While the Shak-
ers established a system of elders, Kirkbride re-created the
social class structure of the outside world among his
patients. He believed the complete separation of each class
would provide stability for the patients, because it would
mimic mainstream society.!?* Naturally, such divisions also
put Kirkbride at the apex of a social pyramid that provided
the greatest benefits to those in the highest ranks of society.
His denial of furniture or other objects for certain groups of
patients had as much to do with preserving the social and
economic status quo as it did with rewarding mental
improvement.
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Although striking similarities exist between Kirkbride’s
asylum and the Shaker dwelling houses, how can a common
intellectual genealogy and reciprocal influences, if any, be
determined? Both Kirkbride, a Quaker, and the Shakers
came out of a long tradition of religious dissent and the
Enlightenment belief that by controlling the environment,
one could improve oneself and others. In addition, the Sec-
ond Great Awakening in its focus on morality and individ-
ual improvement helped shape public opinion regarding
reform. More specifically, Shaker journals reveal that the
group had an interest in the plight of the insane. An article
in an 1843 issue of New-Hampshire Magazine about the new
state asylum in Concord lists, among the various contribu-
tors to the structure, the Shakers in Canterbury and Enfield,
who collectively donated $500.'** The written description
and an accompanying engraving of the asylum show it to
be similar to those buildings on which Kirkbride based his
1854 plans (Figure 32). According to the article, inmates
received religious education, attended services in the vil-
lage, and performed much of the labor around the grounds,
“in order to revive their former natural association of
ideas.”’?* It is not surprising that the Shakers contributed
money to such an institution—they often donated funds and
goods to charitable organizations, the urban poor, and the
victims of fires and other disasters. As early as 1801, Richard
Spier, a brother at New Lebanon’s Church Family, set out
for Albany specifically to “inquire into the needs of the poor
people at New York that are objects of charity.”'?¢In addi-
tion, the goals of the asylum and the activities that took
place there would have appealed to the Shakers, because
they reflected many of their own objectives and activities. It
seems that the editors of New-Hampshire Magazine saw sim-
ilarities in what they perhaps perceived to be a pastoral
retreat from the world to bring about reform; the previous
issue published an engraving of the Shaker village in Can-
terbury (Figure 33).1%7

Based on Swank’s research, we know that the Shakers
adopted some known systems of reform, particularly regard-
ing education. After Seth Wells, a teacher in the Albany area,
joined the sect in the early 1800s, he began working to estab-
lish schools in Watervliet and New Lebanon with the per-
mission of the central ministry. He introduced the
Lancasterian system developed by the English Quaker
reformer Joseph Lancaster to New Lebanon. This system
appeared to be a good fit for the Shakers, given its nonsec-
tarian emphasis, its ban on corporal punishment, and its stress
on reading, writing, and arithmetic to provide a practical edu-
cation.!?® In 186263, the Canterbury Shakers built a new
schoolhouse incorporating the ideas of education reformers,
including William Alcott, Henry Barnard, and Horace Mann,
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who believed that architecture had a “direct influence in
shaping a child’s behavior and character.”!??
The desire for total control of their respective envi-

ronments among reformers of prisons and insane asylums
and the Shakers is evident in the similar forms of architec-
ture they chose to achieve their ends. The Massachusetts
State Penitentiary, the New Hampshire Asylum for the
Insane, the New Lebanon Church Family’s Great House,
and the Great Stone Dwelling at Enfield, to name only a
few examples, all present a massive but somewhat domestic
appearance with their gabled roofs and symmetrical fagades.
However, the rows of endlessly repetitive windows and
strict classification of interior space underscore the process
of assimilation to a way of life that occurred, or that the
supervisors hoped would occur, within the buildings’ walls.

In the early years, the Shakers handled deviants in much
the same manner that eighteenth-century towns did. As long
as brothers and sisters conformed to the society’s code of
behavior, they could remain in the community. Elders either
asked members who repeatedly disregarded the rules to leave
or sent them back to their families. In New Lebanon, for
example, the possibly insane Sally Dean, described by Isaac
Youngs as “a very singular and serious case and misterious
[sic] to us all,” was taken to relatives in Providence, Rhode
Island."?® The Shakers’ numerous rules and their strictness
kept all but the most dedicated individuals from joining the
sect. Those who did convert but soon chafed under the
restrictions of Shaker life usually ran away of their own
accord. “Bramin Wicks & Christiana Yon, having dispised
[sic] the gospel & loved the world, withdrew from our soci-

Figure 32 “"New-Hampshire
Asylum for the Insane,”
Concord, New Hampshire.
From New-Hampshire
Magazine 1 (Nov. 1843), 73

ety last night, after bed time!”"! In other situations, the
apostasy of a member brought relief to the remaining broth-
ers and sisters: “A man . . . by the name of George Hazard,
who has been staying at the North Family about 3
months . . . leaves to day, after acting most rascally in trying
to destroy some of the young females of the family.”!32
Mentally ill Shakers presented an unusual problem for
the society. Although they sometimes disrupted the regular
workings of the village, they rarely fled on their own. Elders
were reluctant to banish their imbalanced brethren, because
they saw them as part of the community and did not con-
sider them inherently evil but merely sick. The family jour-
nals of the early nineteenth century suggest that Shakers
dealt with their insane by tolerating them, as most Ameri-
cans did at the time. The Believers, however, sometimes
requested natural relations to remove deviant members
from the community if they became dangerous to them-
selves or to others. An apostate noted that members who
had not signed the covenant, and thus had not given up
their possessions to the sect, were at the mercy of the elders.
According to one account, when a young man went mad,
“they lost no time, but went immediately and cast him upon
the town as a pauper; and thus got rid of him.”"*3 Mid-nine-
teenth-century journal accounts tell of insane sisters being
locked up in small rooms or closets for extended periods of
time. At the New Lebanon South Family complex, broth-
ers constructed a small cell in the basement of the infirmary
to contain a young sister who was otherwise impossible to
subdue (Figure 34). Although the cell reflects Shaker inge-
nuity, in the wooden commode and sliding door used to
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remove waste and to provide meals, it is a disturbing

reminder of how the Shakers treated members who could
not be controlled with verbal sanctions alone.

It was not until the late 1800s that the Shakers were will-
ing to put one of their own in an asylum. Sister Sarah Ann
Spencer of the New Lebanon Church Family had been a
member for many years before she went insane. After toler-
ating her condition for more than a year, the elders confined
her to the southeast room of the wash house, and a year later,
moved her to the north lower room."** In December 1888,
after calling in two doctors to examine Sister Sarah Ann, the
family decided to commit her to an asylum in Poughkeepsie,
New York: “After much debate and studying the pro’s and
con’s it has been decided to place Str. Sarah A Spencer in an
institution where she will be taken care of and treated in such
manner as her case demands; hoping thereby, that she may be
more comfortably and pleasantly situated than it was in our
power to make her under the circumstances.”'* The tone of
the journal excerpt reveals that by this time the Shakers, like
the rest of society, considered asylums to be a comfortable
and convenient place to leave the mentally ill without expect-
ing them to be cured. Sarah Ann Spencer remained in
Poughkeepsie until her death in August 1897; she was buried
in New Lebanon, indicating that the Shakers still considered
her a member of the community.

Why did the Shakers’ treatment of their mentally ill
residents change over time? In the first half of the century,
the society was still very concerned with the way the outside
world perceived them. Although the Shakers had, for the
most part, abandoned the ecstatic worship of the late 1700s,
many people continued to regard them as a radical religious
sect that, under Mother Ann, had brainwashed people to
join their ranks. The changing treatment of the insane in
Shaker communities also reflects the shifts occurring in
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Figure 33 "“Shaker Village,
Canterbury, N.H."” From New-
Hampshire Magazine 1 (Oct.
1843), 49

mainstream society. Over time, more Americans accepted
the role of asylums as the proper places to treat insane fam-
ily members.

Although there is little evidence of direct links between
the Shakers and contemporary reformers, there are enough
similarities to suggest that the Shakers were aware of devel-
opments in nineteenth-century institutional architecture. It
is more difficult, however, to determine who influenced
whom. We have already seen the extent to which the Shak-
ers held an interest in the affairs of the world. The numer-
ous visitors and articles on the Shakers in newspapers and
journals display the interest the sect provided for social
reformers and critics of communal societies. More impor-
tant was the way outsiders perceived the Shakers in the con-
text of American reform movements. On their tours of the
United States, Beaumont, Tocqueville, and Dickens trav-
eled with the purpose of examining the various social and
institutional experiments forming in the new republic.!*
These men visited prisons, factories, hospitals, and insane
asylums. They also made special trips to visit the Shaker vil-
lages in New Lebanon and Watervliet because they consid-
ered them to be experiments in social reform.

By the 1860s, however, society’s optimism in the abil-
ity to reform had diminished. According to “A Report of
the Select Committee Appointed to Visit Charitable Insti-
tutions” in the state of New York (1857), jails and peniten-
tiaries were in poor condition.’’’” As legislatures passed
more laws requiring prison sentences as a form of punish-
ment, a growing stream of convicts filled penitentiaries to
the bursting point. However, neither state authorities nor
reformers provided ways to house these new inmates prop-
erly or to reform them. By 1866, more than one prisoner
occupied each cell at the Eastern State Penitentiary, once
famous for its enforcement of solitary confinement.!*®
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Figure 34 Cell, infirmary, South Family, New Lebanon. Undated

photograph

Similar problems occurred in insane asylums. As Amer-
icans became accustomed to sending mentally ill family
members to institutions rather than caring for them at
home, hospitals and asylums became inundated with
patients. Laws requiring state-run facilities to accept the
poor insane even if there was no room resulted in declining
quality of treatment. Asylum directors found themselves
burdened with an increasing number of chronic, incurable
cases.'” The function of both prisons and asylums became
incarceration rather than care and reform.

As prison and asylum officials saw their system of
reform fall apart because of overcrowding, Shaker elders
saw their own system collapse because of declining mem-
bership. After a peak in 1840 of 3,608 Shakers nationwide,
membership dropped every decade. By 1900, there were
only 855 members left in the United States.!* The shrink-

ing number of Shakers living in the dwelling houses made
rules difficult to enforce because members could not be as
easily supervised. The evangelical fervor of the Second
Great Awakening that had attracted so many converts had
long given way to complacency and worldliness. The order
that the Shakers had imposed on their communities to con-
trol members and gain respectability in the larger world also
resulted in dampening the enthusiasm that had made the
religion so appealing in the first place.

Another problem the sect faced was the failure to
recruit and retain young Shakers, thus undermining the
community’s economic base as the median age of members
rose.’*! In the late 1800s and early 1900s, many states
passed laws that prevented the Shakers from legally adopt-
ing children, who had been an important source of new
Shakers. Such changes gradually eroded the elders’ faith in
their ability to manage and control the community. They
reacted by relaxing the rules in an attempt to keep young
Shakers; however, this policy only served to destroy the
fundamental Shaker identity of separateness and hope for
salvation. By the late nineteenth century, they realized the
futility of these initiatives, so the elders resigned them-
selves to dying out.

Nevertheless, the communal nature of Shaker archi-
tecture has allowed some villages to continue to serve insti-
tutional functions as schools, prisons, and retirement
communities. In 1929, the Darrow School purchased many
of the Church, Center, and North Family buildings in New
Lebanon. The three remaining dwelling houses have been
used as dormitories. Since 1975, the South Family build-
ings have housed the Sufi, members of an Islamic sect who
live and work communally in the dwelling house and shops,
not unlike the buildings’ original occupants. Though many
Church Family buildings in Watervliet have been torn
down, some of them remain as the Ann Lee Health-Related
Facility, owned by Albany County. The Enfield, Connecti-
cut, Shirley, Massachusetts, and Groveland, New York,
communities are now the sites of state correctional institu-
tions. Union Village, once the largest Shaker settlement in
the West, is known today as Otterbein Lebanon, a privately
run retirement community. Only traces of the Shakers’
huge building program remain: the Trustees’ House, known
as Marble Hall, and the Center Family brick dwelling.!*

The failure of these experiments in using architecture
to reform is instructive. Within thirty years, some of the
most optimistic and energetic groups such as the Shakers
and the Quakers had given up the idea of improving soci-
ety through the creation of ordered environments, whereas
movements such as abolitionism and women’s suffrage con-
tinued and eventually succeeded in achieving their goals.
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The confidence in using architecture as a tool of reform on
a widespread social and institutional level has not been the
same since the early 1800s, but it continues in projects such
as urban renewal, suburban development, and neotradi-
tionalism.

Although few direct connections exist between the
Shakers’ desire for reform and that of the larger society,
looking back at their common roots may reveal more links.
The religious tradition of dissent, the intellectualism of the
Enlightenment, and the evangelical impulse of the Second
Great Awakening shared by the Shakers and many of their
fellow Americans gave birth to the desire for reform and
the search for order. These needs encouraged classification
of deviant individuals into larger groups and supervision to
ensure consistent behavior among the groups. In the cases
of convicts, the insane, and communal societies such as the
Shakers, large structures provided the only feasible way to
house people. The search for order resulted in an architec-
ture of control based on traditional forms and technologi-
cal and social innovations.
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