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A Certain Style of 

"Quaker Lady" Dress 

BRYN MAWR 

Bryn Mawr had a great advantage. Opening in �88�, a decade after Smith, it
drtw on the Northampton college's experience an advice. Yet the narrow 
confines of Amherst did not limit its conception. Coming as it did after the 
founding of the Annex and shaped by a woman familiar with Cornell, Johns 
Hopkins, and German universities, Bryn Mawr offered its students a unique 
blend of university and women's college. 

In 18n, when Joseph Wright Taylor decided to found a Quaker college for 
women, he had a ready group of advisors. 1 He had pondered questions re­
garding the education of young men since 18 54, when he joined the Board of 
Mwgers of Haverford College, founded by orthodox Quakers in 1833. Born 
in 1810, and trained as a doctor, Taylor prospered in his brother's tanning 
business in Cincinnati. A bachelor, he retired in I 8 5 I and moved with his sister 
to Burlington, New Jersey, where members of his family had settled. His for­
tune grew with wise investments. Taylor came to know his colleagues on the 
Haverford board: the Baltimore banker Francis T. King and James Carey

Thomas, King's physician cousin. In 1876, whenJohns Hopkins, a Baltimore 
Quaker, left $3. 5 million to found a university and an equal sum for an affili­
ated hospjtal, King and T homas became members of his board of trustees. 

In 1877, these men called a conference in Baltimore to discuss Quaker edu­
ation, and Taylor attended. He asked himself an important question: Who 
educated Quaker women? Swarthmore College outside Philadelphia was co­
�ucational from its beginning in I 864, but, founded by the l_:!icksite Quakers, 
1t Was no place for conservative Friends. A bright daughter, such as Martha 
Carey Thomas, one of James Carey T homas' many children, had to venture 
to _C,Ornell, a thoroughly secular university linked to the faith only by the 
religion of its founder, for the higher education she wanted. Joseph Taylor 
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talked this over with Francis King and decided to found a Quaker college for
women. Taylor consulted with President Thomas Chase of Haverford and with
President Daniel Coit Gilman of Johns Hopkins. On one of his trips to Balti-
more to see Gilman, he visited with James Thomas and talked with his Cornell

daughter. She discussed her pessimistic fear that a coeducational institution
would never include women on the faculty, despite their importance to women
students. " In 1877, Taylor made up his will, which set the outline of his future
college. He named a board of trustees to gather after his death, designatin
Francis King president. Taylor appointed James Thomas and several of his
relatives to the board: in addition to King, his cousin, there was Thomas'
wife's brother, James Whitall, and another cousin, David Scull, Jr.

As president of the Johns Hopkins Hospital board, as well as a Hopkins
and Haverford trustee, King naturally became Taylor's closest advisor. In ad-

dition King had a talented daughter just returned to Baltimore from the How-
land Institute, a Quaker boarding school, where she had roomed with her
cousin and closest friend, Martha Carey Thomas. Taylor saw his college as a
female Haverford placed near his New Jersey estate. Aware of Girton at Ox-
ford, King initially suggested that Taylor's college adjoin Haverford, repeating
to Taylor the suggestion of an Oxford graduate that the two "use the same
observatory, lectures, laboratory, gas, and water?but have separate courses of
study, charter, endowment, and management... [and] divide the time of cer-
tain professors who can repeat the same lessons." Such a college had the ad-
vantage of "a large city" and "kindred influences," unlike Vassar which in its
isolated situation... will never rise to a high position."3 King later questioned
the wisdom of such close association between Haverford and its female copy
and urged a spot five miles away. Another advisor, later to play a very impor-

tant part in the life of the college, James E. Rhoads, saw the value of propin-
quity to Philadelphia "where the benefit of professors and literary and scientific
aids could be had, also some social influences." He wanted some separation
from Haverford, where he, too, was a trustee. Rhoads did not want Taylor's
college to be an annex, but fully separate, allowing "more untrammelled and)
vigorous growth of both Institutions."4

King helped Taylor select a site, a thirty-two-acre parcel in Bryn Mawr
adjacent to the Pennsylvania Railroad and five miles from Haverford. King
also recommended Addison Hutton, a Quaker architect who had just designed

Barclay Hall at Haverford, a source of great pride to its trustees. King did not,
however, approve of Hutton's Bryn Mawr residences in "very fancy style." In
June 1879, in a letter to Hutton, King expressed the trustees' wishes for college

buildings, hoping to tone down any excesses:

There is a certain style of "Quaker lady" dress, which 1 often see in Phila, which
tells the whole story?she has her satin bonnet?her silk dress ?her kid gloves-
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ber perfect slippers? but thry are made to harmonize with the cxpresion of
her face which is both intellectial and holy?so may "Taylor College" look
dows from in beautifal site upon the pasing world and we hear them sy year

night."*

President Gilman suggested to Taylor that he travel north to visit Mount
Halyoke, Smith, and Wellesicy. Taylor made two such trips, accompanied on
de fist occasion by King and James Thomas, and on the second by King and
Hanson. On the later trip, the three men "conferred very fully with President
Seclye of Smith upon plans for building*? King was convinced that Smith had
the best plan. Answering Taylor's query "as to merits of Cottages or a congre-

gated bulding." King wrote, "I think Barclay ball is adapted to boys-bar
Courages for girls?-as they have less nervous strain.** After his return Taylor
wrote to Seeiye for advice on academic and domestic organization. Scelye re-

plied in a long, detailed letter of November 27, 1878, of great interest both
because of its summary of Seclye's intentions for Smith and because of its
influence on the future Bryn Mawr.*

Seelyc emphasized the importance of adequately prepared students and the
traditional liberal arts course. Smith had insisted upon requirements equal to
Amberst. Though few currently met this standard, if women's colleges per-
sisted "good preparatory schools will speedily arise." " Seclye believed Taylor's

college ought to require Greek for entrance and base the college course in
dassics and mathematics, with electives in language and natural science, music

and art. Seclye urged against preparatory departments, such as at Vassar and
Wellesley, which required seminary discipline, in turn harming the collegiate
program: "The lower school degrades the higher.""I The design of Smith as-
samed adalt women, who needed little formal supervision. College students
set the right tone at the outset: "It is a great advantage to a college to have its
traditions, its social and literary influences created exclusively by chose who
are prepared for its culture. "12

Seelye advised Taylor against Wellesley's policy of hiring only women fac-
alry. He found it difficalt to get qualified women and keep them. Because
"marriage ... makes the vocation of women naturally more uncertain," ?
mixed faculty proved "more permanent and eficient."? Having men on the
faculry in no way lessened the moral responsibility of the college, however. "Te
does seem very important, especially in a woman's college, that manners and
morals as well as learning should determine to a great extent a trachers fitness
for the position. "H

Smith's president wrote with great confidence about its plan for building.
adopted after "a careful study." its "excellence" proven by experience. " Our
plan has been to erect central academic buildings which shall be devoted to the

more distinctive intellectual work of the institution" and around them "at con-
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venient distances, in grounds laid out as a private park, smaller dwelling houses.

*?. as homes for the students. Each dwelling house is organized as a private
houschold, presided over by "a lady of culture and refinement to direct its
social and domestic life." 16 Everything about this plan spoke to its advantage.

scale dwellings gave students "greater comfort and less nervous excitement"s
Seelye's letter confirmed Taylor's intentions. He had already instructed Hutton

to design buildings "similar in its purposes and appliances" to those of Smith
College. " Hutton's three buildings for the new college re-created Smith in the
appropriate dress of a Quaker lady. Imitating Smith, he sited the academic
building on high ground, open not only to the campus but to the surrounding
community. King had stated very clearly his feeling that he "would face the
building as it is on the Smith plan, towards the hotel, the depot, the town, and
the natural approach," giving a good view from the railroad coming from
Haverford, 2 Like Peabody and Stearns' College Hall, Hutton's Taylor Hall is
a strongly vertical building. In its more muted gray tones of local Fairmont
stone, it lacks the rich polychromy that accentuates College Hall's Victorian
Gothic, but it shares steeply pitched roofs ending in gables, tall chimneys, and
varied window treatments. Tall square clock towers, irregularly placed, dom-
inate both. Taylor Hall copied College Hall's internal plan. Taylor's irregular
rectangular form does not make College Hall's dramatic L, but like its prece-
dent, the first floor originally held lecture rooms, and the second, the primary
assembly room with the president's office at one end. Taylor also had a full
third story from the outset, with administrative offices and classroom on both
sides of the top of the assembly room.?1

Partway down the hill, the first cottage also demonstrates Smith's influ-
ence. As had Peabody and Stearns in Hubbard House, Hutton designed Mer-
ion as a large vernacular dwelling with steeply pitched roofs and gables. While
local gray stone replaced brick, Merion had similar welcoming porches, trimmed
in wood. The internal arrangement of rooms, with public areas on the first
foor, partly resembles the Smith houses, but important differences mark Bryn
Mawr's distinctiveness. Because of Taylor's commitment to "the higher and
more refined classes of Society," from the beginning Bryn Mawr paid greater
attention to privacy than any of the other women's colleges, allocating much
more space to student rooms. Hutton's Barclay Hall offered to Haverford stu-
dents a choice of suites for two students, with a study connecting two bed-
rooms, or large rooms for individual students. 2 Similarly, his Merion had 19

suites and large single rooms, several of unusual size, In contrast to Washburn
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House at Smith, built in 1878 with 28 rooms for 5o students, Merion at Bryn
Mawr had 7s rooms for ss students.2 In addition, Hutton followed the usual
plan of the men's dormitory, eschewed by most women's institutions: Merion
had two entries, a principal one leading to the hall and drawing room, a sec-
ondary one to the dining area. Student rooms on the first floor connected these

public areas, an unusual arrangement in a women's college where generally
single entrance opened on to public areas, and private spaces remained quite

separate, 24Scelye advised putting the gymnasium and music rooms in a different

building. While Smith initially provided for both within College Hall, the
noise from these activities made them incompatible with academic work. While

it would be a long time before a Quaker college allowed space for music, the
trustees recognized that the health of students required a gymnasium and Hut-

ton designed a simple structure in red brick. 2s
In 1882, Hutton submitted to the board a plan for a symmetrical grouping

of four cottages, not unlike the siting of the Morris, Lawrence, Dickerson,
and Hubbard houses at Smith. While the board adopted Hutton's scheme, it
never went beyond paper. Between 1882 and the actual opening of Bryn Mawr,
a new and unpredicted force emerged to transform the "female Haverford"
into a quite different?and unprecedented-institution for the higher educa-
tion of women. M. Carey Thomas created the college of 188s. While Bryn
Mawr retained its initial Smith-influenced "Quaker lady" design in Taylor and

Merion halls, the buildings constructed in the years that followed gradually
gave architectural form to Thomas' quite different conceptions.

Taylor died in January 1880, and his board gathered the following May to
ponder his lengthy will. Taylor envisioned his college as a small one "for the
advanced education and care of young women and girls of the higher and more
refined classes of Society." He wanted to offer them an orthodox Quaker edu-
cation, "the doctrines of the New Testament as accepted by Friends and taught
by Fox, Penn, and Barclay." Taylor specified that orthodox Friends "in a close
corporation" control the college.2 He never envisioned a denominational col-
lege, whose ruling body was appointed by the Meeting. In the Women's Col-
lege of Baltimore, later renamed Goucher, the Methodist Episcopal Conference
established such a college in 1885: the conference itself founded the college and
appointed one-third of the trustees.? Rather Taylor conceived of his board as

a self-perpetuating body whose initial members he selected. Meeting after his
death, this board chose as vice president James Roads, a retired physician,
active as an advocate for the American Indian, as the editor of the Friends Re-

view, and as a Haverford trustee. They turned to the first business at hand, the
completion of the buildings. Rhoads and David Scull, Jr., took over Taylor's
supervisory work, which occupied the next four years.

In 1883, Rhoads got a remarkable letter. M. Carey Thomas, who had just
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received her Ph.D. summa cum laude from Zurich, wrote to suggest herself as"a candidate for the presidency of Bryn Mawr." 28 It was a bold step, but one

thoroughly characteristic of a woman unusual since her girlhood.

In March 1872, when she was fifteen, Minnie Thomas confided to her
journal the dream of the future that she shared with her cousin and closest
friend Bessie, the daughter of Francis King. They had gone to the Sewing
Meeting of the Society of Friends, and because there were no "horrid boys,"
after supper they went into the Meeting House alone. In the "solemn gloom"
and "dim uncertain shadows" of the quiet room "it was just the very time to
build air castles and we walked up and down the aisle and talked of what we
wanted to be and do and formed plans." The daughters of prominent Quaker

families, their ambitions soared far from the domestic accomplishments of
their mothers. These two hopeful and spunky girls exchanged their given names

for ones more suited to their imagination. Young Minnie Thomas took the
tough, energetic name Rush; Bessie, Rex. The two decided that they would
go to Vassar and win high honors and "would do everything." Rush and Rex
would become scholars and "live together, have a library with all the splendid

books, with a bright wood fire always burning, dark crimson curtains and
furniture, great big easy chairs where we could sit lost in books for days to-
gether." They would have a "great large table covered with papers" and a lab-
oratory for scientific experiments. "There we would live loving each other and

urging each other on to every high and noble deed or action and all who passed
should say 'their example arouses me, their books ennoble me, their ideas
inspire me and behold they are women!'" 29

What is extraordinary is not the dream of adolescent friends, but its rela-
tion to the reality that Thomas created. Details changed: the tough name be-
came Carey, not Rush; Mamie Gwinn and Mary Garrett came to hold a more
intense claim on her affections than Bessie. But Carey Thomas acted out the
larger dream, her "wildest fancies," on a national stage. The library and labo-

ratory emerged as the remarkably beautiful Bryn Mawr campus. She had the
aid of a distinguished faculty to arouse by their example the well-qualified
students who passed through, to ennoble them by their books, and to inspire

them by their ideas. She always kept the purpose in mind: "behold they are
women."

Carey Thomas did not go to Vassar. 30 After two years at the Howland
Institute, a Quaker school for girls outside Ithaca, New York, Cornell seemed
to offer the greater challenge. The university had just completed Sage Hall,
the residence for women, and Thomas entered in its first class of women,
graduating in 1877. In its early years of coeducation, Cornell offered to its
women students the full freedom of the elective system and the excitement of

a young but excellent university. 31 Carey Thomas thrived.
Thomas Cornell years were followed by that painful period of indecision
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and anxiety that so many educated women of the late nineteenth century en
dured. Reluctantly, Johns Hopkins accepted her as a graduate student, though
denied her access to the graduate seminar. Undeterred, she got private tutoring
from a willing professor, but found that without the fellowship of other stu-
dents and the stimulation of the seminar, she could not carry out her program
of study. The home years gave her one critical element of her later success.
Carey Thomas' close friendship with Bessie King expanded to include Mamie

Gwinn, Mary Garrett, and Julia Rogers. Bonds of affection among the five
women lent Thomas crucial support; in later years the five collaborated on
a number of educational projects for women, not the least of which was

Bryn Mawr
In 1879, sobered by her difficulties in obtaining graduate education and

troubled by the mounting conflict with her parents over the loss of traditional
Quaker faith, Carey Thomas set sail for Germany with Mamie Gwinn. The
three-year absence toughened her considerably as she tested her talents and

independence abroad. In 1883, when she passed her doctoral examinations
summa cum laude, she felt she had fulfilled her promise. Relishing her victory,
she immediately sent off letters to promote her candidacy for president of
Bryn Mawr. To her mother, Carey Thomas wrote that as president she could
make Bryn Mawr "the very best woman's college there is."32 She planned her
campaign well, enlisting her influential family in her behalf, including her
powerful aunt, Hannah Whitall Smith. Carey Thomas even suggested that she
had returned to the Quaker fold, a timely, if not altogether sincere, profes-
sion. 33 What an extraordinary coincidence: the opening of a Quaker college
for women at the moment that a brilliant, determined, feminist Quaker woman
returned from Europe with a Ph.D. in philology, the daughter, niece, and
cousin of members of the board of trustees.

How could the Bryn Mawr board resist? In retrospect, it all seems inevi-
table. Yet at the time Carey Thomas had three strikes against her. She was a
woman, and the board was and remained for many years all male; she was
untried; and there was some perception by the trustees that she was not quite
the Quaker daughter that she appeared to be, a suspicion time proved true. So
the board hedged: in a plan worked out by Hannah Whitall Smith, they chose
James Rhoads president and M. Carey Thomas the first member of the faculty
and dean. Rhoads and Thomas enjoyed a congenial, effective collaboration,
largely because Rhoads gave Thomas full authority on important matters while
he protected her from a sometimes questioning and querulous board of trustees.

Carey Thomas took as her first task a tour of the prominent existing wom-
en's colleges to learn everything that she could about their methods, buildings,
strengths, and weaknesses. She was not an altogether unprejudiced witness:
she had chosen Cornell over Vassar on the advice of her Howland teacher that
Cornell offered the better education; and her journal abroad is sprinkled with
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* at the prospect of becoming a wretchedly paid, overworked shadow

kept on this fact-finding trip and her letters to Mary Garrett provide a splendidora professor at Wellesley or Smith like Miss Whitney."* The diary that she

view into the other women's colleges from the prospective of a harsh, feminist
critic.

Thomas fumed with rage at Smith, which she described to Garrett as
chance wasted. I dislike to think about it? these 25o girls getting husks. The
spirit of the students impressed her; but this just caused her to "despair over
women, so clever, so enthusiastic & so little chance." They did not come with

adequate preparation; and at Smith "their education is in the hands of men
who do not care. There is not one strong woman in the place not even one
really well educated woman." "I am conscious of a strong impulse ... to
wring the necks of most of the profs. & teachers in Smith College."*s

Carey Thomas admired practical aspects of Smith, however. She initially
approved of the cottage system of student residence. Her diary noted that while
Vassar's Lady Principal felt that the "Cottage syst(em] has not proved itself

yet," a clear "place where strain felt is in din[in)g hall. If possible break up
dining room into six rooms for so each."» In Stone Hall, Wellesley had set up
four dining rooms of twenty-five "so had the nervous effect of eating in a
crowded dining room been felt in the Central College Building." Thomas also
learned that applicants to Wellesley favored Simpson Cottage and that it was
requested by "the parents of delicate girls."37 While Carey Thomas might later
wish that Bryn Mawr had selected another architect initially, upon her return
home she expressed her satisfaction with the plan of Bryn Mawr's first cottage,
declaring the bedrooms and studies of Merion Hall "far beyond any woman's
college."3s

She also approved of the manner in which Smith separated tuition from
self-supporting room-and-board fees. Unlike Wellesley, Smith charged differ-

ent rates for different room accommodations, arguing that as "the principle"
governing "all other matters of the student's lives," economic inequality cre-
ated no unnatural distinctions. Carey Thomas' own experience in Sage Hall at
Cornell served as an example: "It made no social difference whether a girl had

one, two, or three rooms. I had three: many of my friends had but one."
Carey Thomas returned from her tour filled with useful information:

gentlewomen supervised cottages more effectively than housekeepers; varnish
covered floors better than other finishes; Smith had a "very nice kind of bench

in one recitation room."* Her report to the trustees acknowledged this tech-
nical aid at the same time that it asserted that the women's colleges had nothing

to offer when one turned to the curriculum and faculty.
Vassar and Wellesley held a surprise. At Vassar, Carey Thomas rankled at

the rules and loathed the Lady Principal ("little souled, not lit[erary] or schol-
arly?-too f[on]d of rules & system"), * but found it nonetheless "monastic &
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'i churning. I can't express how Jt impressed me, but unlike anything else I hi __ �--­
;, ever seen:• She had the thrill of sitting opposite Maria Mitchell, the astrono,. 
� mer, and going to her study to see "her lymg on the couch at full length

speaking sarcastic, rather bitter, wholly loyal things." 41 Wellesley affected her
powerfully: she sat in chapel and looked down "upon a woman president,
reading prayers to an audience of 500 women and 70 profs. & tClchers-all
women, not a man's influence seen or felt" and observed the gym with "the
girls in tfowsers swinging on rings, twirling on bus, a newer race of ath­
letes-ushers in a new day." She was impressed by "the devotion to study of
these girls & women profs. in this Princesslike community of Wellesley."'-'
urcy Thomas' trip heightened her sense of the possibilities of a college dedi-
atcd to the higher education of women. For the first time she experienced the
potential power of a community of women. Yet the poor qu.ality of the faculty,
the constraints placed upon them, and the weakness of their teaching distressed
and saddened her. 0 ln none of the three colleges; Smith, Wellesley and Vassar,
arc there many professors who can lay claims to original scholarship, or who
arc fit to guide the students in original work." 44 

Carey Thomas ended her tour in Boston. Stella Gilman, the wife of Arthur
Gilman, gave a reception for her, where she met the professors connected with
the Annex. While Thomas made no comments on the Annex m her letters to
Mary Garrett, her report to the trustees andidly summarized her views. The
Annex had the benefit of Harvard, which, like Columbia, Yale, and Johns
Hopkins, offered students 11higher teaching" with professors immersed in

\origuul work. While the Annex provided the best education available to women, 
it could not serve as a model, for it contained "none of the attractions of
college life." 45 

M. Carey Thomas composed a. clever solution for Bryn Mawr: she created
a college for women that adapted the best elements of its sisters and yet had
the standa • and scholarship of ohns Ho kms. This was an
astounding new clement. Carey Thomas id not hope to re-create Smith, the
equivalent of the best colleges for men. luther she intended to offer to under­
graduate women the highest standards of university training available in the
United States. She recruited a young, largely male faculty, newly trained in
the German universities. She limited their teaching time to encourage study
and research, and she added a graduate school to kee them stimulated and
aware of new research in their fie s. o matriculate, a student first presented
a comprehensive preparatory course which included Latin and Greek, and then
paucd a rigorous set of examinations, modeled on the Harvard exam. An
upper-class student elected her courses, grouping them in two related special­
iud areas. Thomas offered to a new generation of women what she had bern
drnicd seven years before. Yet, aware of that special something she could not
describe at Vassu and Wellesley, she consciously shaped Bryn Mawr into a

\ 
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female community where women's influence predominated. While insistence
on graduate training required a faculty of young, single men, her presence as
dean, the careful selection of residence supervisors, and the establishment of
fellowships for talented young women scholars would encourage the best ef
forts of the young undergraduates.

It was a grand scheme. However, it hardly matched the vision of a "female
Haverford" that Joseph Taylor bequeathed to his board. Carey Thomas was
not certain that she could convince these Quaker gentlemen to substitute Johns

Hopkins as their model. She confided to Garrett that she would write her
report and print it and "endeavor to be resigned if the Trustees do not vote
affirmatively to each resolution," happy to return to her books.4 She did not
have to practice the arts of resignation. She won on every major issue and spent
an intense summer rounding up an extraordinarily capable faculty, taking plea-

sure in the abundance of talent from which to choose. She gloated to Mary
Garrett that she had "to decide between two men & three women all with
Harvard or Cornell degrecs[.] high recommendations & at least one year's study
abroad. ... Which of them will teach Latin the best?"* Each appointment,
each decision, had the firm support of President Rhoads and carried the board,
liberally sprinkled with members of Carey Thomas' family, two of whom
were on the Johns Hopkins board. In 1884 and 188s, Thomas convinced them
of the value of scholarship linked with female influence, and from this Bryn
Mawr never retreated.

In the fall of 1885, Bryn Mawr opened its doors to thirty-six young women
whose initial faculty included Paul Shorey, Charlotte Angus Scott, Edward
Keiser, Edward Washburn, and Woodrow Wilson. In the years that followed

M. Carey Thomas fought to strengthen the intellectual quality of Bryn Mawrs
faculty and academic offerings and demanded a new architectural setting as an

appropriate symbol of the life within. The Jacobean quadrangles that emerged
at Bryn Mawr at the turn of the century gave new architectural expression to
the women's college.

In 1885, this lay still in the future. Bryn Mawr opened with its building
and its academic programs premised on incompatible notions of higher edu-
cation for women. University training of the highest quality, modeled after
Johns Hopkins, took place in college buildings designed to look like Smith in
the dress of a Quaker lady. Taylor and Merion remain today as reminders of

the original intention of the founder. They symbolize the opposition M. Carey
Thomas faced as she turned what began as a Quaker college for women into a

secular and cosmopolitan institution.
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M. Carey Thomas built in stone as effectively as she did in academic policy.
She shared her era's belief in the power of the physical environment to shape
communal spirit and individual character. She brought to Bryn Mawr a strong,
feminist commitment to the needs of young women scholars. However inim-
ical to Quaker traditions, she added a love of pageantry and drama. All of this
is visible in the Jacobean quadrangles of Bryn Mawr.

In 188s, Carey Thomas convinced the board of trustees of the value of
original scholarship in a college for women. She had the full support of Bryn
Mawr's president, James Rhoads, who advocated her views to a body liberally
sprinkled with her relatives. In 1893, when Rhoads' failing health forced his
retirement, Carey Thomas staked all on becoming president. After a bitter
and intense struggle, she won the following year. Mary Garrett offered Bryn
Mawr $10,000 a year if the board chose Thomas, a gift that her beneficiary
called "a sweet & clever attempt to use Mammon for righteousness."1

During her long incumbency, M. Carey Thomas fought and refought the
same issues. Increasingly her protection on the board disappeared, as age and
death removed her father, uncle, and cousins. At stake was the commitment
of the college to scholarship in an increasingly secular and materialistic age.
As devout Friends, certain members of the board repeatedly sought to return
Bryn Mawr to James Taylor's original conception of a female Haverford. They
tred to redefine the college as sectarian, to block its physical growth, and to
restrain its profane communal life. Carey Thomas never relented. She insisted
that only growth could sustain the standard Bryn Mawr had set and that iden-
tification with contemporary thought and life?not adherence to Quaker tra-
ditions-made the college a powerful force in the higher education of women.?

The resignation of a senior trustee followed M. Carey Thomas' accession

1 1 7



118 Behold They Are Women!

to the presidency, and, until 19o2, the board refused to appoint her as a mem-
ber of its body, a position her predecessor had held. The board fought unsuc-
cessfully to keep costs down and to change the language of college publications

to express Quaker commitment. While Thomas tried to contain public expres-
sion of student hedonism, such as smoking and nude swimming, the growth
of pageantry on campus and the acceptance of theater clarified what Bryn Mawr

had become. Ultimately her building program caused the dissident trustees to
try to bring her down.

The Bryn Mawr campus remains as a monument to M. Carey Thomas'
hopes for women. During her deanship and presidency the talented young
Philadelphia architectural firm of Cope & Stewardson gave form to the res-
idence, library, and laboratory of her adolescent daydream.? In the two decades
following Bryn Mawr's opening, building after building encircled the original
Taylor Hall, creating splendid spaces for living, studying, teaching, and play-
ing. Walter Cope-the nephew of board member Francis Cope, brother of a
member of the first class, and a Friend-was the ideal designer for Bryn Mawr
While he worked as an apprentice in Addison Hutton's office, Cope had a more
cosmopolitan and sophisticated sensibility. He travelled in Europe and on his
return formed a partnership with John Stewardson. The two were from a sim-
ilar Quaker background, and Stewardson was also related to members of the
Bryn Mawr board. He had trained at the Ecole des Beaux Arts. With Cope as
the major design partner, the firm of Cope & Stewardson gradually came to
its mature style, a jacobean Gothic that combined dignity with a festive air.
Bryn Mawr offered Cope and Stewardson their first experience with college
buildings. Well-publicized success led to important commissions at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, Princeton, and Washington University in St. Louis.*
The firm worked in close collaboration with Carey Thomas, who always guided

and, at times, fully outlined the plan. Cope and Stewardson created a fitting
setting for the realization of her girlhood dream of a life as an exemplary woman
among women.

At fifteen, "Rush" Thomas had envisioned surroundings that hardly sug-

gested a woman's parlor. Her dream library had "dark crimson curtains andfurniture" and "great big casy chairs," a "bright wood fire always burning"

and a "great large table covered with papers." Unlike the men who planned
domestic places at Smith or seminary settings at Vassar and Wellesley, Carey
Thomas had no desire to adapt feminine spaces to academic uses. Rather, she

wanted to appropriate the library and the laboratory of men. Though her cos-est relationships were with women and she became the moving force behind a

Women's college, Carey Thomas held no belief in a separate women's culture.
The curriculum of Bryn Mawr made no genuflections to women's special na-
ture or domestic future. She argued that courses generally deemed appropriace
for women either lacked the necessary intellectual content, as did domestic
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science, or they equally fit men and women, as did infant psychology. The life

of the mind was neuter: "Science and literature and philology are what they
are and inalterable."7 Bryn Mawr created special opportunities for women to
enter the sacred groves of scholarship, but the groves had no gender. "Given

two bridge-builders, a man and a woman, given a certain bridge to be built,
and given as always the unchangeable laws of mechanics ... it is simply in-
conceivable that the preliminary instruction given to the two bridge-builders
should differ in quantity, quality, or method of presentation because while the

bridge is building one will wear knickerbockers and the other a rainy-day
skirt." As the visible sign that truth had no sex, the Bryn Mawr campus gave
no clue as to the gender of its student body.

Nothing about Bryn Mawr suggested a home. Smith's President Seelye
linked domestic forms and scale with women's college residence in the cottage.

But domesticity in all its forms was anathema to Carey Thomas. After she
returned from her years abroad, she had felt acutely uncomfortable in her par-
ents' house with its informal, child-centered ways and its lack of privacy and
order. The college that she envisioned had nothing of home. Unlike Mount
Holyoke and Wellesley, students performed no domestic work during their
four years, not even the making of their own beds. They wore a special dress
on campus, the traditional mark of scholarship worn by men, the cap and
gown.? They enjoyed privacy unusual to young women: each student had a
single room at the minimum. Carey Thomas carried from the visit to Girton
the standard of a bedroom and sitting room, with wood-burning fireplace:
whenever possible Bryn Mawr's halls contained two-room suites.

Like Smith and the Annex, Bryn Mawr eschewed the structure of rules and
the daily schedule bequeathed by the seminary. Bryn Mawr had no desire to
imitate the Annex's avoidance of common residence, but Carey Thomas needed

an alternative to Smith's simulation of family governance. Because young, un-
married men largely composed the faculty, she could not give them rooms
within college residence halls or any responsibility over students' lives. More
strikingly, Carey Thomas never considered such an abuse of women faculty.
She insisted that female as well as male professors have full control of their
time outside the classroom for the pursuit of scholarship. Following Smith's
lead, Bryn Mawr installed a gentlewoman as resident mistress of Merion, in
this case a Quaker lady; but in time Thomas replaced her and added to the
other residence halls young Bryn Mawr graduates, increasingly outside the
fold, 1° In 1901, she renamed the mistresses "wardens," in imitation of their
British counterparts." In addition, the graduate fellows, women despite the
appellation, lived among the undergraduates to inspire them by their scholarly
example. The students themselves regulated behavior, at least in principle. In
1892, when growth in numbers made the informal system of the first years
unworkable, Bryn Mawr instituted the first plan for student self-governance
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The economics and history library in Taylor Library; n.b. students in academic dress

Bryn Maur College

in a women's college.' Students held only limited power: collegians never
made rules, they only enforced them. Controversy remains over their actual
control even here. Carey Thomas' need to protect the college from the outside
caused her to intervene to uphold conventions in which even she did not be-
lieve. For example, while she had to halt nude bathing, she confessed to Mary
Garrett, "there is really no harm in it."1' Her love of power may have led her
to create a spy system among students, a charge her critics made." But, how-
ever limited, self-government remained an ideal and took architectural form.
Cope & Stewardson designed halls for Bryn Mawr scholars as distinctive a5
their caps and gowns, bearing the same mark of scholarship as the traditional
colleges for men.

This signalled the critical divide in the building history of the women's
colleges. Before M. Carey Thomas' leadership at Bryn Mawr, women's col-
leges had distinctive structures designed to protect young women as they re-
ceived the higher learning. With Bryn Mawr's decision to take the forms of
traditional male institutions of higher education, buildings at the women's col-
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leges entered into the mainstream of collegiate architecture. Architects ac-
cépted college commissions, indifferent to the gender of the student body.
Cope and Stewardson moved from their triumphs at Bryn Mawr to Princeton,
the University of Pennsylvania, and Washington University.

But what were these collegiate forms to be? In the past, at such colleges as

Harvard and Yale, men had received their education in separate buildings dot-
ting the center of the campus. Yale had "Old Brick Row," two lines of build-
ings that opened to the campus and then to the New Haven Green. In the 1870s

and 188os, Russell Sturgis designed buildings at the perimeter of the campus.
Yale tore down "Old Brick Row" and built the Old Campus, a wall of build-

ings separating gown from town. Sturgis argued in the Nation and elsewhere
for colleges composed of quadrangles, based on the English model of Oxford
and Cambridge. He was America's most articulate follower of John Ruskin.

Carey Thomas proclaimed herself a Ruskinian. ' As a reader of the Nation, she
would have been aware of Sturgis' arguments. Moreover, she shared with Sturgis
the Ruskinian beliefs that buildings expressed the life of the community, that
they had the power to shape that life, and that organic medieval forms had a

special beauty.
Ruskin, however, found the early years of Gothic the most compelling,

years when religious fervor united craftsmen and turned them into artists. To
him civilization slid on a downward arc and Europe moved toward decadence
in the later Middle Ages. Carey Thomas savored just these years. She took
special delight in the Jacobean period with its love of theater and pageantry
and an architecture that evolved from theatrical stage settings at the hand of
Inigo Jones. What a curious choice for one who professed Quakerism, a faith
born in rejection of the popery and worldliness of those same years, the prac-
tice of which required abjuring theater. Carey Thomas was no Quaker, at least
not on the inside. During a time of conflict with her board, she became in-
creasingly sour about her heritage. When a generous donation went to another
women's college, she remarked to Mary Garrett, "I think most people really
dislike Friends. Indeed I do not see how they can fail to."16 Carey Thomas
professed the faith in order to gain control of Bryn Mawr. Her testimonials of
religious loyalty were of a piece with abjuring smoking and requiring absti-
nence from cigarettes of students and faculty in public settings. When retire-
ment freed her from the necessity of appearances, Carey Thomas joined the
Episcopal Church and returned to cigarettes.!?

Carey Thomas loved the theater. Her correspondence with Mary Garrett
is filled with her passionate responses. Sarah Bernhardt in Cleopatra "was di-
vine... the very serpent of old Nile, the courtesan. ... I think I told you of
my desire, granted once that I were a man, & to a man fallen from grace, to
have her once for my mistress; well, the long act in her Egyptian palace where
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Anthony & she, in her diaphanous robe of course, lavish countless caresses
upon one another entirely satisfied my desire."' In 1900, alter some initia)
scepticism, she enthusiastically endorsed Bryn Mawr's initial elaborate May
Day festival, an Elizabethan extravaganza staged by students under the super-
vision of Evangeline Walker Andrews, a recent alumna, married to Charles
MacLean Andrews, a Bryn Mawr professor. First observed at Earlham, a co-
educational Quaker college in Indiana, this re-creation of English traditions.
complete with Maypoles and theatricals, gave students an acceptable alterma-
tive to the dancing forbidden by religious practice. " Carey Thomas admired
Shelley and the Romantic poets and delighted in opera. 2o The three offspring
of her aunt, Hannah Whitall Smith, brought Carey Thomas into the intera-
tional circle of aesthetes: Mary Smith lived with and married Bernard Beren-
son; Alys Smith was Bertrand Russell's first wife; Logan Pearsall Smith became
a minor literary figure in his own right. Thomas' Smith cousins provided her
with her natural aesthetic habitat, available during her travels.?!

In her mature years, as Carey Thomas came to love Mary Garrett deeply
and passionately, she must have sensed a sharper cleavage with a faith which

placed such an emphasis on family life. All Thomas' energies, including her
sexual ones, focused on women. A reading of her daily letters to Mary Garrett

makes it ummistakable that though she professed sexual attraction to men as
well as women, she felt committed to a professional life that excluded mar-
riage. This did not mean a life without intense and committed love. By the
mid-188os, Carey Thomas regarded herself as bound by love to Mary Garrett
exclusively and forever. 2 Earlier commitments to Mamie Gwinn stood in the
way, but, in 1904, Gwinn cloped with Alfred Hodder, freeing Thomas. Mary
Garrett moved into the Deanery, and the two realized the joint life so long)
desired. As a side consequence, as the wealthy daughter and heir of John Gar-

rett, Mary Garrett provided Carey Thomas with the means to indulge fully
her love of acquisition both in private and in the college setting.

Bryn Mawr gave Carey Thomas a landscape in which her non-Quaker
aestheticism took solid form. The initial building designed by Cope and Stew-
ardson suggested a few signs of what followed. Radnor Hall forsook the do-

mestic imagery of the cottage. This frankly institutional building bore some
resemblance to Taylor in its verticality, but its façade of irregular stone was
much cleaner. The shape of the building gave a slight feeling of enclosure over
the entrance. The great octagonal room carried battlements. However, follow-

ing the lead of Hutton's initial buildings. Cope & Stewardson sited Radnor in
the middle of the campus. Bryn Mawr had asked Calvert Vaux, the expen-

enced landscape architect who designed Central Park with Frederick Law
Olmsted, to create a plan for the campus. He reaffirmed earlier locational
decisions, though he suggested encircling the campus in trees as an arboreal.

barrier to the surrounding neighborhood."
























	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9



