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Mrs Beeton the brand 

This paper will investigate why Mrs Beeton and The Book of Household Management were so 
successful in both her contemporary period and throughout the following 150 years when 

there were so many other cookery and household management books being published. It 
will briefly set the book in the context of her contemporary cookery book writers and the 

massive transformations that were taking place in the Victorian period; the rise of the 

middle classes, changes to the role of women, changes in dining habits, increased literacy 
and also the increase in book production and the proliferation of cookery books within this. 

Finally this paper will examine the publishing history of The Book of Household Management 
and its spin offs, and looks at why the brand of ‘Mrs Beeton’ has persisted into the 21

st
 

century.  
 

It concludes that Mrs Beeton was both part of this Victorian transformation and that the 
changes helped to make Mrs Beeton a success. The Beeton’s also used their vast publishing 

knowledge to spot a gap in the market. The book itself was not just a cookery book but a 
manual on how to live. It was written in such a way that it spoke to the new middle class 

women, who lived completely different lives from their mothers, maintaining the facade of 
the ideal Victorian woman of leisure, whilst also showing them how they could keep their 

houses clean, retain an air of culinary elegance tempered by economy and provide for their 
hardworking husbands on a fairly low income. Mrs Beeton and The Book of Household 

Management have survived and become a household name because the standards she 
promoted are still relevant today, because Mrs Beeton’s name has been rebranded and 

represented and because it was constantly updated and republished throughout the 20
th
 and 

21
st
 centuries. 
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Eating with the eye? Aesthetics and practicality in twentieth-century cookery books 
Over the last century the humble cookery book has undergone significant transformations; 

from serving as functional counter-top guides offering basic and practical step-by-step 
recipes on the kitchen counter to glossy and colourful coffee table tomes.  This paper will 

argue that changes in how food was considered and consumed throughout the second half 
of the twentieth century are reflected in changes to the design and content of the best-

selling cookery books across the period. It will attempt to establish the changing functions of 
these important historical sources and, for the first time, provide tangible evidence to 

examine whether the role of the modern cookery book is primarily as an aspirational 
lifestyle text. 

 
An exploration of the content and design of cookery books will be set in the context of 

changing consumer behaviour. This paper will use original comparative research in order to 
assess the qualitative and quantitative changes which have occurred in published cookery 

books from the 1950s. It will draw upon scholarship such as Barthes’s theory of ‘ornamental 
cookery’ to examine the changing dynamics of food choice and consumption in twentieth-

century Britain. Ultimately, it will ask whether consumers have been trained to ‘eat with the 

eye’ and begin to offer some evidence to either confirm or refute the notion that cookery 
books offer nothing more substantial than ‘food porn’. 
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