




My Grandmother’s Dollhouse 
 

his issue’s article on “How I Furnished My Doll’s Drawing-Room” reminds me of yet another aspect of 
Victorian life that had an impact on my own: The dollhouse! Victorians didn’t invent dollhouses; miniature 
houses have been around for centuries.  In the 17th and 18th centuries, miniature or “baby” houses were often 

lavish and expensive copies of one’s own home.  But the Victorian era seems to have introduced the idea of 
creating one’s own miniature  house and furnishings; previously, dollhouses and miniatures were crafted by 
master artisans and purchased, not made, by their owners. 
 The Victorians were also perhaps the first to regard a dollhouse as a toy.  Even then, however, dollhouses 
existed in two worlds.  Victorian children, like children today, might enjoy furnishing a home for their dolls, but 
the real “action” has always been amongst the adults, where collecting and creating miniatures is an art form.  
 I don’t know where my own family got its craze for miniatures, but it seems to have begun with my 
grandmother. She started with a smaller dollhouse that was designed as a toy for her daughter (my mother). Then, 
during WWII, she began work on The Dollhouse—a monumental piece that was about five feet long and nearly 
three feet tall.  My grandfather worked in an engraving house, which was considered a “vital industry,” and 
brought home hardwood scraps from the blocks used to mount engravings.  The frame of the house was built 
entirely from wood from fruit crates.  The house was designed to look like an English country home, complete 
with a half-timbered exterior, and furnished in the style of the 1920’s. 

 I grew up with my grandparents, and The 
Dollhouse dominated our living-room for most 
of my life.  When I was in grade school, we 
undertook a major renovation; new lighting 
was installed (a string of Christmas tree lights 
runs through the house and illumines every 
room, with a red bulb to light the fireplace), the 
house was repainted, old stone-work was 
replaced with new “stones” (cunningly cut 
from sandpaper), new plastic windows were 
installed, and some new furniture was added.  
In those days, you still couldn’t buy much in 
the way of miniatures, and nearly every bit of 
furniture (and certainly every bit of fabric) was 
done by hand. The bedspread and canopy in 
the master bedroom came from grandmother’s 
wedding gown. The hairbrush on the vanity 

was filed down from a child’s toothbrush.  My grandfather, an artist, painted several miniature paintings for the 
house.  After the upgrade, we exhibited the house for several years at the annual carnival at my school.  (The 
photo above shows it on display at a local art show.) 
 These exhibits were about the only times the furniture was put into the house. Occasionally we were allowed 
to “play” with the dollhouse, but very, very carefully. Another reason we rarely kept it furnished was because the 
cats liked it a bit too well; one could often peek into the dining-room to find a comfortable Siamese peeking back. 
So generally the furniture stayed in boxes in the closet.  When we did get it out, it was wonderful; every room was 
filled with marvels, from the grand piano music box that actually played, to tiny books you could almost read. 
 My sister got bitten by the bug in later life, and created a Victorian country store.  My own miniature period 
was earlier; as a child, I had an entire village of shoeboxes, dubbed “animal town” (because it was inhabited by 
toy  mice, squirrels, dogs, etc.) and furnished along the same lines as those suggested by the author of our article. 
 Today, grandmother’s dollhouse (and my sister’s store) reside in a museum in Arkansas.  For years it was a 
star attraction, but now, sadly, it has been relegated to storage so that the museum could put a mammoth skeleton 
in the lobby.  People still ask for the dollhouses, and we’ve been assured that one day, maybe even in this century, 
these treasures (along with some genuine Victorian companions) will go back on display.     

 
—Moira Allen, Editor 

editors@victorianvoices.net 
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