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Bath (and the reinvention of spa sociability)
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Résumé

The ancient city of Bath renowned for its waters ever since the Roman era played a decisive
role in reinventing spa sociability in the first half of the eighteenth century. At a time when
the British nation was being forged, manners were crucial in the rivalry with France, as they
were redefined in an attempt to create a distinct model of sociability. In watering-places
micro-societies emerged and interacted in modes that were the result of the paradoxical
cohabitation of pleasure and pain, of illness and fashion. In Bath, sociability aimed at healing
the citizen’ s body together with the body politic.




The transformation of Bath in the long eighteenth century occurred against a background of
urban, socio-economic, and scientific revolutions. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 ushered
in a new political system, providing relative stability, which favoured the creation of a new
image for the British nation.1 In a context of rivalry with France, the refinement of manners
meant a degree of emancipation from the French model of politeness.2 The desire to change
social behaviour was apparent in the aesthetics of novelty defined by Joseph Addison and
Richard Steele in The Spectator in which they celebrated the pleasures enjoyed by a man of a
‘polite imagination’ and asserted that ‘the pleasures of the fancy [were] more conducive to
health than those of the understanding.’3 In their periodical, read by both men and women in
places belonging to the public sphere and in those that were part of the private one, the role of
women in the creation of a new model of sociability was acknowledged.4

Bath’s development and evolution from a centre of cure, whose waters had attracted invalids
back in Roman times, to a centre of fashion were truly remarkable. A place of unruly,
licentious behaviour in the seventeenth century, it became a centre of mixed sex sociability,
ranking just behind London, as a beacon of new socia interaction. A city which started as a
market town5 evolved into a fashionable spa whose model of sociability was not smply
imitative of the capital but also contributed to the shaping of the nation, so much so that it
exported some of the attributes of spa sociability to the rest of the kingdom and beyond, in an
age nicknamed the ‘ age of watering-places.’6

Taking the Bath waters

In the eighteenth century, taking the waters did not simply mean bathing but it also involved
drinking them (Cossic, Bath, 31-32).7 The Pump Room, originally a rather rudimentary

establishment, became the rallying point of Bath visitors, a place where medical treatment
was inextricably linked with conversation and where paradoxically illness became an agent of
sociability.8 Discussing one's illness was a way of reappropriating one's body and of

accepting it: it was part of a shared experience, even if not all ailments could be publicly
discussed, in particular, gynaecological disorders.9 Nonetheless, talks in the Pump Room did
not only revolve around health matters or gossip, the ‘Bath chat,’ 10 but could also take in
their stride political issuesll such as the appointment of a new Prime Minister, or the Stamp
Act crisis (1765-66).12 This newly formed community of invalids could temporarily ignore
class divisions, at least the boundary separating the aristocracy and the gentry from the
emerging middle class, or ‘middling orders.’

Some diseases could be seen as so many badges of honour, most particularly gout, considered
as a ‘patrician malady.’ 13 At the turn of the century, Bath’s most famous visitor was Queen
Anne whose stay contributed to its fame and kick-started its fashionable character. Its
different baths had distinct medicinal properties and were frequented according to one's
ailments.14 Some were exclusively reserved for the upper reaches of society such as the
Cross Bath, or the Cold Bath — a private bath,15 others were more mixed as was the King's



Bath. Later in the century the Duke of Kingston's Baths were more exclusive.

Sociability was not simply the logical consequence of a prolonged stay — the cure was meant
to last three weeks (Cheyne, Gout, 62-75) and there were eventually two seasons, Spring and
Fall — it was part and parcel of the treatment. Entertainment was prescribed by the Bath
doctors as an antidote to a well-known English malady that was caused by — or caused —
different sorts of physical ailments. George Cheyne, who settled in Bath, advocated the
virtues of ‘entertaining amusement,” provided it was ‘innocent,’ 16 while Dr Oliver in his
Dissertation on Bath Waters saw ‘ same-sex socializing [...] as part of a health regime.’ 17

Thereinterpretation of theideal of civitas

As sociability was central to the therapy, even if the suffering body is not sociable, it was
rejuvenated in Bath in a holistic approach to city life in which architecture played a decisive
part. The environment was redesigned with new spa attributes, the Assembly Rooms, the
Pump Room, the King's Bath, The North and South Parades, Orange Grove, new pleasure
gardens, the Spring Gardens, airy streets conducive to social encounters and shopping, such
as Milsom Street (one can think of its influence on the plots of some of Jane Austen’s novels,
Northanger Abbey and Persuasion). In this respect, John Wood the Elder and his son John
Wood the Y ounger were pioneers in their conception of the ideal city where the environment
fashions a new spirit and encourages new socia behaviour. Father and son envisioned a city
where a new virtuous citizen could be born, thus reinterpreting the ideal of civitas, adapting it
from the Roman ideal of civic virtue.18 They were convinced that Palladianism, with the
simplicity of its lines, could contribute to the refinement of social behaviour and attempted to
create ‘well-regulated’ places not simply as part of the health establishment but also in
dwellings where individual houses were hidden under unifying fronts which made them
resemble aristocratic palaces. This appears in Queen Square with its deceptive appearance of
a single unit. Such an undertaking chimes in with the refinement of manners at work in the
Spa, since, as explained by Lawrence Klein, politeness had a ‘moral potential’ and ‘ manners
were the foundations of civic politics.’ 19

The Woods designed buildings that were then unique and were later duplicated in spas and
seaside-resorts. the King's Circus (1754) and the Royal Crescent (1776) can be considered as
their most outstanding achievements. The circularity of their forms encouraged a leisurely
stroll, symbolized perfection but also claimed a long-forgotten Celtic past (Cossic, Bath, 64-
74). In their own way, the Woods participated in the forging of the nation. They were aware,
like Ralph Allen, the City Mayor in 1742 and also avisionary entrepreneur, of the new needs
of the emerging middling orders, and sought, through their elaboration of a beautiful
environment, to refine manners. The Crescent encourages a winding walk and its semi-
circular lines contrast vividly with the rectilinear ones of the industria city.20 The
theatricality inherent in spa life, where to see and to be seen was of paramount importance,
and where illness was staged and invalids turned into ‘actors of their diseases’ (Cossic, Spas,
129),21 wasthe logical consequence of both the new buildings and the spaway of life.



The ideal of civitas prevailed in Bath until the middle of the eighteenth century: those who,
together with the Woods, created a new image of the city — Beau Nash, a few Bath doctors,
Ralph Allen, in Prior Park — tried to promote a utopia, that of Bath as a prime example of a
new, open society.2?2 In Bath, different social classes were brought together by shared
illnesses, so a shared condition of frailty, and the cult of novelty. The eleven rules of
behaviour invented by Beau Nash and stuck in The Pump Room in 1707 aimed at getting rid
of an aristocratic code of conduct where duelling was approved and the wearing of boots for
gentlemen and of aprons for women on social occasions accepted. They replaced it with a
new code of conduct including the ‘visit of ceremony,” which was the very first of the eleven
rules: ' THAT aVisit of Ceremony at coming BATH, and another at going away, isall that is
expected, or desired by Ladies of Quality and Fashion; --- except Impertinents.'23 Beau
Nash, as arbiter of good manners and taste, the Woods, as interpreters of Palladianism, tried
to eliminate conflict from the spa through the implementation of a ritual and encouraged the
harmonious cohabitation of the sexes and of the middling orders with high society, often
termed the ‘Quality.” The refinement of manners undertaken under Nash’'s aegis seems to
have outlived his reign as the diarist Katherine Plymley wrote in October 1794: 'The
characteristic of Bath manners appears to me courtesy.'24

The evolution of the Bath model of spa sociability

Yet the ideal of the harmonious cohabitation of the different social classes and of the two
sexes, with a concomitant politics of conflict avoidance, was serioudly tarnished by the
excesses of the leisure industry (Klein, 'Politeness and the Interpretation’, 879). As Katherine
Plymley stated in her diary on 27 October 1794: ‘ The great business of this place is pleasure,
life, 1 think, is seen through a false medium’ (Bath History 1V, 101). Sociability itself was
exploited, became a business and the ever-increasing popularity of Bath contributed to its
decline. Thisis corroborated by the skyrocketing number of visitors from 400 people in 1760
to 4,000 in 1794 (Cossic, Bath, 85). Its transient sociability could turn out to be ambivalent,
both drug and poison, a pharmakon, and ‘the queen of watering-places became the playing
field of opposed forces, both centrifugal and centripetal. In letters and in fiction, Bath could
be celebrated for its sociability or conversely lambasted for the poor quality of its
conversation, in particular by ladies of fashion (Kerhervé 281-284). In the middle of the
century and in its second half, Bath was represented in a satirical manner, by Christopher
Anstey (The New Bath Guide, 1766) and Tobias Smollett (The Expedition of Humphry
Clinker, 1771). Jane Austen, who spent some time in Bath, resented the superficial character
of its social life and in Persuasion her heroine Anne Elliot, on arriving there, thought that she
disliked the place.
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Thomas Rowlandson, ‘Comforts of Bath: The Pump éoom‘, Yale Center for
British Art, B1975.3.53, 1798.

Thomas Rowlandson’s prints The Comforts of Bath (1798) have provided a dark and
humorous view of Bath’'s social life that contrasts with Thomas Malton’s watercolours which
enhance the magic of its bucolic scenery.25

Spa life in Bath was based on openness and revolved around the concepts of healing and
encounter — in which ‘the participant has to mount a performance which can match the
standards set by the jointly negotiated working consensus of the encounter’.26 Spa

sociability was paradoxical: in a place sarcastically nicknamed by Tobias Smollett ‘the
hospital of the nation’ it imposed beauty and pleasure on suffering distorted bodies and the
less afflicted members of the travelling family who could also take the waters preventively.
As a matter of fact, what brought the sick and the healthy together was an elusive quest for
happiness and well-being. The essence of sociability is the unique combination of freedom —
the freedom to choose one's friends — and pleasure — the pleasure of association. In Bath, the
stay could also involve a degree of emancipation: for women, temporary emancipation from
the patriarchal model of sociability, from the prescriptions of the male doctors (Cossic, Spas,
115-139), for young sons, emancipation from authority. There, women, for a while, enjoyed
more freedom than at home and could find friends or husbands: they escaped the confines of
the family house, could go to such an innovative institution as a coffee-house for the ladies27
and enjoy the pleasures of the imagination to the full, thanks to the varied cultura life there
(Cossic, Bath, 97-113) or simply the round of entertainments.28 This interpretation of the
Bath sociable experience is corroborated by Miles Ogborn’s contention in Spaces of



Moder nity that some eighteenth-century places were sites of identity formation.29

The model of urban sociability that was in the making in Bath was more conducive to
empowerment, be it of short duration, than the rural counter-model of retirement, even if it
was also far less secure, as demonstrated by countless real-life stories, among which that of
Fanny Braddock, a prey to gambling, whose social downfall led to her ostracization and
ultimately suicide, as narrated by John Wood (Wood 451). Spa sociability departed from
standard urban sociability in that health was central to it: spavisitors did not aways avoid the
pitfall of dependency on drugs in a place where water alone should have been the bulk of the
therapy, or, equaly damaging to their heath, that of excess. If, as shown by Cheyne,
‘civilisation created sickness’ and ‘the progress of civilisation proved the progress of
sickness,” 30 then sociability in Bath could both cure and kill.

The Bath model of sociability knew its heyday in the first half of the eighteenth century. In
the second half, the legacy of Bath’'s most famous Master of Ceremonies, Beau Nash, faded
away. Social life in Bath no longer revolved around social occasions in Assembly Rooms or
In open spaces such as Pleasure Gardens where public breakfasts or tea could be organized,;
public tea for instance was given by the Duke of Cumberland in April 1767: ‘the Sunday
evening he gave public tea to all, townspeople as well as strangers. Y ou may depend upon it
he wanted not company’ (Penrose 164). Sociability took on a more intimate turn with the
development of private parties, ‘the bane of Bath.’31 Elite women organized socia
gatherings in their homes, or poetic assemblies: thisiswhat Lady Miller did in her Batheaston
Villa, near Bath between 1774 and 1781, an undertaking that was unigque then and imitated
later elsewhere.32 Georgian Bath's founders' utopian attempt at keeping away conflict and
thereby politics was bound to fail. In this respect, Bath was no exception to the rest of the
kingdom and could not escape class wars, apparent in the Gordon Riots of 1785 (Cossic,
Bath, 160), and the new trend towards mass mobilization, as demonstrated by the actions of
Hannah More and William Wilberforce. Hannah More, for her part, used her Bath
connections for philanthropic and political ends — in particular in her fight against the French
Revolution —, be they the alleviation of poverty or the campaign for the abolition of the Slave
trade.33 She thus sketched out a different model of female sociability based on usefulness, a
sort of useful sociability, a sociability of the heart.

Sociability in Bath partly fitted in with Georg Simmel’ s definition which put the emphasis on
freedom and pleasure.34 Pleasure was certainly there for those suffering from fashionable
diseases or for those that accompanied invalids, wonder too as Bath was fairly unique in the
first half of the century. Yet the type of sociability that it favoured — public and open —
contained the seeds of its decline. The egalitarian aspect — although balls for instance were
extremely codified and the minuet reserved for the Quality while country dances were for the
rest of the assemblies — was very deceptive. The mixing of classesin the baths or in the Pump
Room was a one off, not to be duplicated elsewhere, in the ‘real world.” A tension emerged
very quicky between the desire of local entrepreneurs to make the spa industry profitable,
thus encouraging speculative ventures, and the class-consciousness of its most privileged
patrons eager to stick to their own sociable circles, spaces and codes.



The model of its open sociability was difficult to export to London or to regional capitals
because a spa experience is somehow defined by its transiency and cannot be duplicated in a
city with a different economy and possibly a different geography. Its ephemeral character, its
relative suspension of time, and its well-heeled daily routine were what made it valuable and
were part of its magic appeal. The industrial city in Britain developed along different lines
and gave birth to a different type of sociability. To this limited impact of spa sociability must
be added the growing competition from seaside resorts, such as Brighton,35 which
accelerated the transformation of Bath into a residential city with private parties taking over
from public ones, as shown by the case of the Elliots in Persuasion who went to Bath to settle
permanently, to the despair of Anne Elliot, the middle daughter of the family. The
exploitation of its Roman and Georgian pasts became an industry, attracting countless tourists
from various parts of the world, as Bath was awarded the label of World Heritage City. In
recent years, the therapeutic dimension of a Bath stay has been resuscitated and the Bath
thermal establishment given a new lease of life, as Thermae Bath Spa.
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