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A MIDDLING GENTILITY: TASTE, STATUS, AND MATERIAL CULTURE AT
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ABSTRACT

Can we assume that social rank predicted consumer choice in colonial
Anglo-America? Did the middling sorts simply emulate their social superiors? Ifnot,
how might we think about their choices' relationships to deeper social structures? These
questions are central to this historical archaeological dissertation on middling identity in
18th-century Newport, Rhode Island, on the northeastern coast of the United States.
Colonial Newport—distinguished by burgeoning trade and a climate of religious
tolerance—epitomized the successful American entrep6t. The central data set for this
study is an artifactual assemblage from the Wood Lot area of the Wanton-Lyman-Hazard
site, including over 15,000 fragments of 18th-century household goods and food remains.
Select printed sources and archival documents contextualize these finds.

Artifacts recovered from the Wood Lot are direct evidence of the middling
individuals living there ca. 1720-1775. These materials and related documents describe:

changing ideals of property use and hygiene; preference for fashionable drinking over
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dining and for non-alcoholic over alcoholic beverages; strategic investment in clothing
and sociability; and conflict over gendered authority and values, particularly those
governing consumerism and leisure activities. Given this evidence, we should not
dismiss middling consumerism as an imperfect emulation of elite consumerism, as
middling consumerism typically has been in American historical and material studies.
Notions of "tasteful consumption” and "middling gentility" are productive alternatives to
"emulative consumption" and "elite gentility."

During the Georgian period, non-elite homes throughout the British empire were
developed as social spaces that shaped values and personal identities. Provincial British
in America and elsewhere did not mindlessly pursue an essentialized, elite culture; they
adapted/interpreted a heterogeneous, partial, and contested one based on particular
circumstances. This study challenges assumptions embedded within our understanding of
colonial America, namely, that 18th-century forms of gentility were inevitable, desirable,
cohesive, and elite. It also provides needed historical context for the development of

modern American class systems.
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profile) (WLH3-22). Bottom, drawing of an amber flask of
this type recovered from the 1731 to 1764 Trudeau Site.

Teapot fragments from known and possible Pratt Period
contexts.

Select non-porcelain tea cup and bowl fragments from ca.
1720 to 1750 contexts.

Select Chinese Export Porcelain tea cup/bowl fragments
from the Pratt Privy, first and second fill levels.

Select tea saucer fragments from ca. 1720 to 1750 contexts.

Parasite remains recovered from the Pratt Privy through slide
sampling.

Some chamberpot fragments recovered from the Pratt Privy.

Molded ball clay figure fragment in the shape of a winged
cherub head from the West Yard Midden (WLH114-4).

Select buttons from Pratt Period and other Wood Lot
contexts.

Select dress artifacts from the Wood Lot that may have been
used by women.

Two fancy shoe buckles from the Wood Lot.
Two plain shoe buckles from the Wood Lot.

A man's copper alloy (brass?) stock buckle from the Wood
Lot (WLH67-6).
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Figure 5.40
Figure 5.41
Figure 5.42

Figure 5.43

Figure 5.44
Figure 5.45

Figure 5.46

Figure 5.47

Figure 5.48

Figure 5.49

Figure 5.50

Figure 5.51

Figure 5.52

Figure 5.53

Figure 5.54

Figure 5.55
Figure 5.56

Some jewelry elements from the Wood Lot.
Beads from the Wood Lot.

Two stacked cuprous thimbles from the Pratt Privy, Level 4
(WLH20-10).

Select ball clay tobacco pipe fragments from Pratt Period
contexts.

Gaming artifacts from the Wood Lot.

Some utilitarian vessels from the N140/E110 (Murdock)
Privy, filled ca. 1750-1775.

Some utilitarian and table vessels from the North Yard Trash
Pit, Levels B through E.

Select other vessels and fragments from the N140/E110
(Murdock) Privy.

Tin-glazed earthenware plate with polychrome painting in
blue, green, purple, reddish orange, and yellow.

Select traditional beverage vessels from the North Yard
Trash Pit, Levels B through E.

Taxonomic representation by percentage of total MNI of
select faunal taxa from the Murdock Period Wood Lot.

Estimated dietary importance by percentage biomass of
different faunal groups from Murdock Period contexts.

Cow skeletal part representation from Murdock Period
contexts.

Pig skeletal part representation from Murdock Period
contexts.

Sheep skeletal part representation from Murdock Period
contexts.

Small finds from Murdock Period contexts.

Image of balance scales from a 1697 European publication.
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List of Abbreviations

CRIPP Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations
NEHGS New England Historic Genealogical Society
NGC Newport Garden Club
NHS Newport Historical Society
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