




 

IS BEAUTY A LUXURY? 
 

y previous editorial got me thinking a bit about the issue of beauty and, for lack of a better term, social 
status.  Are beauty, creativity, arts and crafts, and all that, a luxury?  Are they trappings of privilege?  Are 
they only for those who can “afford” them? Is the whole concept utterly elitist? 

 I will, of course, give you the definitive answer here… not! But perhaps I can provide some ideas to chew on. 
 Let’s start with the premise that we’re not just talking about today’s arts and crafts, but those of yesterday—
because, after all, that’s what this magazine is all about.  Now, today, I can drive to a Michael’s or a Hobby Lobby, 
and spend lots more money than I intended on stuff I probably don’t need. That presupposes that I have, in fact, the 
money to spend—if I needed it for food or rent, I wouldn’t be shopping at Hobby Lobby.   
 However, 100 years ago, giant craft stores like this didn’t exist.  A Victorian crafter didn’t have the option of 
going out and spending loads of money on craft supplies, kits, etc. By the late 19th century, one could obtain a variety 
of basic supplies, such as “Berlin” needlepoint canvas, embroidery silks, knitting yarns, needles, etc.  Artists could 
obtain canvas, paper, paints, and most other supplies.  But “kits” were pretty much unknown, and the vast majority 
of what one finds in today’s craft stores wasn’t even a gleam in a retailer’s eye.   
 Go back another 100 years, and you don’t even have this much “luxury.”  If you wanted to knit something, you 
might have to spin the yarn yourself—or you’d better know someone who could.  You might also have to dye it 
yourself. (Today, obtaining the supplies to spin or dye your own yarn requires a considerable amount of spare cash!)   
 Thus, in the Victorian era, and any other era prior to our own, creativity frequently meant taking what you already 
had, and making it into something else—preferably something better.  Quilts, for example, weren’t made from a kit.  
They were pieced together from scraps of old clothing, or the leftover bits from making new clothes.  (Actually, in 
the Victorian era, you could, for the first time, actually buy batches of “quilt pieces” from fabric sellers.)  Other 
fabric scraps might be made into a braided rug—something both useful and beautiful. 
 In the days of life before craft stores, creativity started with the simple premise that you just didn’t throw anything 
away, if there was any hope of re-purposing or recycling it into something useful, beautiful, or both.  When we visit 
a quilt museum today, we aren’t likely to be gazing at the work of the privileged rich.  We’re looking at the work of 
ordinary hands—quite often poor hands.  We’re looking at the efforts of someone who believed that beauty was 
something anyone could enjoy, if they were willing to put in the effort. 
 Think about “folk art” for a moment.  That word “folk” is in there for a reason.  In nearly any country that one 
may visit (assuming one can ever visit other countries again), one is most likely to pick up beautiful souvenirs that 
are hand-crafted by “ordinary” people—not rich people.  We look for the arts and crafts that speak to the traditions 
of a culture—the patterns and designs created by just plain everyday folks, no matter where (or when) they live.   
 In short, beauty and creativity aren’t just for “everyone,” they are the very soul of expression of everyone.  There’s 
nothing elitist about seeking and creating beauty.  In doing so, we are following in the footsteps of the very best of 
humanity. 
 

—Moira Allen 
 editors@victorianvoices.net 
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