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WOMEN & DOMESTICITY
WHAT’S YOUR PERSPECTIVE?

 Love it, loath it, resent it, or embrace it?  
Is it an out-dated expectation or a predictable reality?  

What does it mean to you personally?
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An exhibition of hand embroidered dusters, created by 
women who collectively responded to a call to commit 
through thread, their own views and experiences on the 
theme of women and domesticity. 
Participation was invited not just from artists but also from anyone who had 
an opinion and was keen to take part. Contributions range from poetic quotes, 
to resentful statements, from images, to fond memories. 

This exhibition has been curated and organised by Sussex based artist, designer and lecturer 
Vanessa Marr, who selected traditional dusters as a metaphor for domesticity because they are 
mundane (like most domestic tasks), yet visually appealing in their brilliant bright yellow. The  
dusters are strung together like flags proclaiming a multitude of opinions, stitched with red  
thread to represent femininity. 

Vanessa’s recent work explores the meanings attached to familiar objects and common language, 
which is informed by her background in graphic design. The ‘Women & Domesticity’ duster project 
started in response to her now completed MA in Sequential Design & Illustration with the University 
of Brighton. She wrote poetry and embroidered a collection of dusters commenting upon the 
expectations of women within a domestic environment. Popular fairy tale phrases were juxtaposed 
against definitions of domesticity, brutality, protectiveness and femininity, questioning the promises 
told through fairy tales to women and girls. Determined that the work didn’t end there, and keen to 
include other perspectives, the idea for this collaborative exhibition was launched. 
 
Vanessa would like to say a huge thank you to everyone who has submitted a duster, and 
especially to Christine Chester who kindly donated the use of Studio 11, without whom this 
fantastic exhibition would not have been possible. Subject to funding, it is hoped that this idea will 
develop into something even bigger. If you are interested in being involved please get in touch via 
the blog or email vanessa@visitgmd.com. 

Promises & Expectations, Vanessa Marr, 2014. 
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DENYCE ArESTI
I always wondered why women’s leisure time 
was eroded by housework, when no one 
else’s in the family seemed to be - why was 
it part of the deal? Doing it for love didn’t 
‘wash’ with me. I could fill 100 dusters with 
my questions and frustrations, but decided 
to sew this one quote instead…

AN EXHIBITION OF EMBROIDERED DUSTERS - FEBRUARY 2015

JACkIE BATEY 

JuDITh BErILL
It’s so much fun with a feather… duster
There are dusters and there are feather dusters. 
There is something worthy and comfortingly 
familiar about the yellow, red edged, duster 
but it’s so much more fun to dart around with a 
Barbie pink feather plume wearing pearls. Are 
the results as thorough? Who cares?

ChrISTINE & BErYL BINNIE 
Knickers - duster - cloth? 
When we get older, doing what we did in the 
prime of our lives helps to make us feel young 
and our selves. I am helping my mum rediscover 
her old ways and helping her bring them back 
to life. Therefore, rescuing a pair of knickers and 
using it as a cloth is a life giving and  
rejuvenating project.
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CLAIrE BuCkLEY
Today isn’t any other day
Making jam is a special, colourful and delicious form of 
domestic activity. It reminds me of my mum who made jam with 
fruit from our garden.
The quote from Through the Looking-Glass reminds me to be 
positive, to enjoy the moment by not focusing on what was or 
what will be.

‘I’m sure I’ll take you with pleasure!’ the Queen said. ‘Two pence 
a week, and jam every other day.’
Alice couldn’t help laughing, as she said, ‘I don’t want you to 
hire ME - and I don’t care for jam.’
‘It’s very good jam,’ said the Queen.
‘Well, I don’t want any TO-DAY, at any rate.’
‘You couldn’t have it if you DID want it,’ the Queen said. ‘The rule 
is, jam to-morrow and jam yesterday - but never jam to-day.’
‘It MUST come sometimes to “jam to-day,”’ Alice objected.
‘No, it can’t,’ said the Queen. ‘It’s jam every OTHER day: to-day 
isn’t any OTHER day, you know.’
‘I don’t understand you,’ said Alice. ‘It’s dreadfully confusing!’
Through the Looking-Glass, and what Alice Found There
by Lewis Carroll

BrIDgET CArPENTEr
My duster, Domesticity is a luxury for working 
people, captures my thoughts after recently 
becoming a full time housewife. Fortunately a 
cleaning come once a fortnight, so I don’t do all 
the work. So for me, domesticity is an enjoyable 
expression of creativity. I would be less happy if  
I didn’t have a family to be domestic for. 
Domesticity is an expression of love and creativity. 

kATE ChAPMAN
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LINDA CArTEr
The 1980’s three daughters and a 
part-time job; my husband thinks 
all domestic chores and family 
care is “women’s work”. Today I am 
heartened to see my son-in-law so 
hands on in the home, with chores 
and a young family.

ChrISTINE ChESTEr
My idea of domesticity was shaped by my mother who managed 
to hold down a job whilst keeping the house clean, clothes 
washed and ironed, jam and chutneys made, and even knitting 
jumpers. But for the last 6 years of my father’s life, her life was 
dominated by his absence of memory. Overnight, domesticity 
became a chore and a heavy weight on her life; her joy 
scrubbed out.

ANTONIA ChITTY
Make. Don’t iron.
Create a picture, write a story, don’t invest your valuable time  
on fabric that will crumple as it is worn, slept on, used, dirtied, 
cast aside.
Burn your dusters. 
Let dust roll in bundles and balls across the floor, blown by  
the draft as you run off to pursue your dreams.

PENELOPE ChONg
Maybe it’s the low drone of the motor, but the act of vacuuming 
stirs up every long-forgotten grudge, slight and injustice, so by 
the time I’ve done the whole house I am angry enough to hoover 
up all of my enemies - and half of my friends.

PIP CArTEr
My duster is inspired by an overheard argument between 
my parents, when I lived at home in the 90’s. The quote is 
the response mum gave when dad shouted down the stairs, 
demanding to know where his underpants were. In these days  
of gender equality the laundry still ends up being done mainly 
by mums, wives and girlfriends!
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JENNI CrESSWELL
The ‘Cult(ure) of Domesticity’ describes the home as a ‘women’s 
proper sphere’, placing women at the centre of the family: “The 
Light of the Home”. Additionally, in 1966 Welter defined ‘True 
Women’ to hold 4 virtues:
1. Piety
2. Purity
3. Submission
4. Domesticity
This conjured the image of a candle surrounded by these 
(even in 1966, surely?) outmoded virtues placed firmly at 
women’s door. Not enough to care for the home, children  
and husband but also to display virtues without which she  
could not be a ‘True Woman’.

LYN DALE 
These words conjure up many memories of domesticity from 
my childhood – a time when domestic work in the home really 
was ‘women’s work’ and friendships and bonds were formed 
because of it. 
The poem brings back the smells of boiling soapsuds, steamy 
windows, the folding of laundry and turning of the mangle…. 
My mother, my grandmother and all the housewives in our street 
engaged in the same endeavour every Monday morning.
It’s a memory which belies some of the other truths about 
Mondays – my Mother’s frustrations with physical labour, her 
anger at the steam which ruined her hairstyle and the inevitable 
dreary dinner of Sunday leftovers which followed. 

NIkkI DAvIDSON-BOWMAN 
Words form an essential part of my own practice and I therefore 
embraced this project with a positive & playful mind. However 
my mood was quickly dampened by my feelings about domestic 
roles in my household. No matter how hard I try to delegate 
& involve my grown up family, it is me that carries the burden 
of ensuring the house does not sink in to squalor. Sadly it is 
predictable reality…
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LOuISE MIChELE EvANS 
My statement is the title of one of my photographic artworks, 
a grid of a repeated image of drying washing up. For me this 
work brings together both my artist endeavours, often inspired 
by 60’s/70’s conceptual art, with the difficulty of making work at 
home amongst domestic distractions.

LINDA FINCh
This is a response to my Mum and Mother in Law worrying about 
the cleaning. Our response was not to worry; life is for doing the 
things you enjoy. Cleaning should only be done when absolutely 
necessary. Life is for living and all that.

CAThErINE FINN
Domestic chores are only 
noticed if they are NOT done 
and not appreciated when they 
are. I usually do housework 
when the family isn’t around  
(to spend more time with them) 
so it ends up not being part of 
their lives and not valued.

kAThLEEN DAWSON 
Rebecca West wrote a book I 
admire, ‘Black Lamb and Grey 
Falcon’, so this is not just an 
amusing aphorism to me.
It reminds me that the cleanliness
of my house is only relevant insofar 
as it supports the rest of my life. 
West’s intellect expressed in 
journalism and writing, drew on 
lived experience as much as on 
academic learning.
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NATIkA gArvIN-MArr
To me feminism is not women escaping the constraints of 
stereotypical gender roles, such as the domestic chores, but 
the freedom to choose. I choose to make the tea and I choose 
to make dinner because I like to cook and look after people. 
Feminism is allowing yourself to act freely and those around 
you to view you as a person rather than your gender. Yes I am a 
feminist and yes I do make the tea.

DAISY gArvIN-MArr (AgE 7)
“I think two things. When Mummy is doing the domesticity tasks 
it’s annoying because she is busy and I want to do things with 
her. (I like to make cakes with her though.) On the other hand, if 
Mummy is busy then Daddy and I get to watch what we like on 
TV! I sewed a horse because I like horses.” 

hELEN gIBBS
After a lifetime of cleaning up other people’s mess, it was fun 
to use my duster statement to release some of the indignant 
grumbling that have resided with me since those days as a  
child when it was expected that I the daughter would help with 
the housework whilst my two brothers could be overlooked in 
this regard.

SuSAN FYNES
In today’s society it is impossible to avoid the barrage of 
idealistic domestic images and information forced upon us via a 
multitude of varying media. 
Within the domestic utopia, one barely has time to skim the 
surface and often our attempts are rewarded by a building 
sense of loathing. 
This perpetual cycle of unrealistic expectations and ultimate 
failure result in a constant tenuous relationship with the role of 
domestic in everyday life. 
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LISA grEEN
Perpetual
Never-ending
Relentless
Incessant, yet also a garden stalwart
A constant, reliable, continual work in progress.
There’s barely a moment left for the sweeter domestic tasks like 
making cushions.
Time.
How do you spend yours?

CATE hALL
I’m lucky enough to live in a very balanced home where we 
share everything depending on how much time each of us has 
available. Although typically I don’t do the bins which we joke 
is ‘mans work’. Jokes aside in my home I feel totally respected, 
cherished and most importantly equal.

JEB hAWArD
This duster represents my housework duties. 
My (current) wife seems disinterested in 
housework and so I have to undertake the task 
(after a full days work).
P.S. Quentin Crisp said a lot, not all of it 
grounded in the real world.

ShArON hAWArD
This duster represents my general disinterest in 
the whole housework thing. I don’t really have a 
duster; Quentin Crisp said that you don’t notice 
the dust after the first four years. I aim to be 
ornament free but it’s harder to be surface free 
- I find a good blow works quite well!
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ALISON hAWkINS

CATE hurSThOuSE
Anchoring’ implies activity but is also ambiguous. An anchor 
holds positively in both calm and squall but periodically requires 
review, adjustment or repositioning if the attachment becomes 
restrictive or strained. I view domesticity in much the same 
way, a construct that, from time to time, requires review and 
adjustment to be comfortable.

JOANNA kErr PhILLIPA LYON

vANESSA MArr
I find it fascinating (and 
frustrating) that even in 
2015, when women in the 
Western world at least can 
in theory become anything 
and do anything; domesticity 
continues to be a role that is 
usually assumed to be ours. 
I’m interested in exploring 
what ‘domesticity’ actually 
means to modern women in a 
modern context: the personal 
experiences, the opinions and 
the honest reality.
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JANE MArr
Chore – when you’re tired, over-loaded and no one else 
appears to be helping – just demanding. 
Privilege (of the few) – when you’re in a refugee camp,  
a bed-sitter or hospital bed. 
And we do make it worse because we have too much stuff!

SArA MArSh
Touch the duster soft and tarnished
Spirit dampened - soul in harness
Little stitches smart imperfect,
Sew her up as good as new
Rock the baby in his basket.
Sit and nurse your stitches, dear,
And curse the surgeon with his needle
Swab the mirrors lacking lustre
Tie the knot…
Then bite the thread

JANE MICkLEThWAITE
Unexpectedly I was asked to join this project. 2014 was not as 
I expected, I celebrated my Golden Wedding and the next day 
was injured quite badly and could not sew for several months 
- meanwhile discovering that “variety is the spice of life” but 
domesticity does not encourage this!

kArEN MOrgAN
“We are but dust and shadows” 
Horace, Roman Poet (65BC - 8BC)

I like to think that while Horace spent all
day philosophizing on life, Mrs. Horace had
more practical views on the matter of
dust and dusting.
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JuDY NEWTON
Domesticity is something that just happened to me as soon as I 
had children. 
It became necessary to run a home, feed children, clean up, 
sort laundry and shop… from Army Officer & London PA, to 
home maker, as New Life came into being. Three young girls 
later and domesticity feels normal, although I still find sewing 
a surprise, as name tag after name tag is attached to socks, 
tops , jumpers, sports kit and other random articles of clothing. 
Sewing is something I do not associate with myself.. but think it 
represents the move into domesticity that is demanded of us as 
a mother. 
My children’s new life necessitated this change for me, and yet 
domesticity is a hidden skill (as hidden on the duster) we have 
no preparation for, changes us as a person, but is essential to 
our new family thriving. It is for this reason I have been able to 
embrace it.

CArY NOrMAN
I knew exactly what I was going to sew for Women & 
Domesticity. We are a large, loud & busy family with the centre 
of the action happening in or around the kitchen. After a 
particularly busy weekend I asked our son, who was 12 at the 
time, to give me a hand with the washing up to which he said 
“No, it’s women’s work”… he has never said this again!

ANgELA PAINE
In this modern age we are still pressured to be super women/
super mums. But are we putting this pressure on ourselves or 
do others expect it? 
In my opinion women and domesticity stereotypically evolves 
around the kitchen. I just wish there was a magic wand on the 
way in...
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MIChELLE PANNELL
When I think of the word domestic, I automatically do the word 
association and think ‘domestic bliss’ and rather than reject that, 
I embrace it. Eighteen months ago my life changed, I gave up 
work and moved 100 miles to be a part-time work-at-home mum. 
I love being able to look after my family and my house. This led 
me to stitch ‘home is where the heart is’ on my duster as that is 
how I feel. I feel blessed and content to be able to have the time 
to nurture our family life. I love the finished duster as there are 
many imperfections where I have done a wrong stitch but I think 
this makes it authentic and just like life. We make a wrong stitch 
and then get on with it!

SuE PErkS AShLEY SCrASE

DOrrY SMALLMAN
This duster charts an enthusiastic start, gradually fading 
from a fully stitched line ‘ironing board’ into a line showing 
the change of feeling to ‘I R BorEd’. The E is in cross stitch to 
further emphasis the cross-ness and the capital letters reflect 
the straight lines of an ironing board. The back is messy to 
remind us of the shameful aspects of housekeeping and family 
dysfunction similar to when things are ‘swept under the carpet’.

ALISON SMITh

MELANIE SMITh
The inspiration for my duster is about personal & universal 
experience of the (in)visibility of women & domesticity. 
The very act of cleaning is to remove something. I used it as 
a way of gaining something – visibility & praise. As a child, I 
undertook chores in order to be seen and acknowledged. It 
was one way I came to be visible. The message here expresses 
invisibility but also the desire to become visible. To shout from 
the rooftops, I am Here!



WOMEN & DOMESTICITY - WHAT’S YOUR PERSPECTIVE?

AN EXHIBITION OF EMBROIDERED DUSTERS - FEBRUARY 2015                  http://domesticdusters.wordpress.com

JILL TATTErSALL
Domestic chores are an inevitable part of life - 
and not necessarily an evil. Why should we be 
too grand or too rich or too lazy to do the tasks, 
which ensure our daily comfort, cleanliness and 
survival? But fair’s fair and we should all share.
Ironing is PANTS because, of all tasks, it’s the 
most appearances-only, transient-effect and 
inessential.

ALI TrOTT
“A stitched duster, you say?”
My youngest needs his football kit, 
My husband’s missed his train, 
I’ve lost the car keys yet again, 
There’s too much in my brain. 

My eldest isn’t even up yet, 
They’re going to be late, 
Eat, wash, brush, dress …
Rush, rush, rush, then wait.

Every day’s rammed full of farce,
All moments I can’t miss, 
Which is why I’ll never say
“I don’t have time for this”. 

FELICITY TruSCOTT
‘Timer’ 
Everyday decisions are made about how 
much can be squeezed in, time is valuable, 
monitored, measured and fantasized about. 
Priorities fight for attention just like family 
members. Time is always running out. 

JACkIE SuMMErFIELD
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EvE TurNEr-LEE
As an aspiring artist, I have earned far more money from 
cleaning and doing housework for people than through my art. 
The spirit behind these words have inspired me to find ways to 
create value and meaning wherever I might be along the long 
road to realising my dreams.

SuSAN uDALE
This is about being taken for granted

ANA vALLS

SArAh WELSBY
I like a clean house, but I do 
not like to clean. 

I would rather do pretty much 
anything else.

I like making art, and I’m 
currently collecting marks 
made as I move. 

These were collected as I did 
housework. 
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SALLY WILLOW
My duster was inspired by the idea of a Cinderella-style 
transformation and it’s designed to provoke people into 
considering their views on domesticity in terms of the past, 
present and future. It asks people to consider how we look at 
things, and what we define as our own reality.

rOSALIND YOuNg 
I have always thought that the cheerful colour of 
a duster is at odds with the dreary activity it is 
designed for.

LuCINDA WELLS 
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LAurA gILL
Sketchbook pages from work in progress for a 
short graphic story. 

‘Disgruntled, Josephine orders a replicate robot 
after one too many household chores. The robot 
unexpectedly comes pre-programmed with 
a fun function for cleaning, and Josephine’s 
jealousy soars... ending to be confirmed’

ChrISTINE ChESTEr AT STuDIO 11
Thank you to Christine for her generous loan of Studio 11 for this exhibition of dusters. 
Studio 11 specialises in high quality teaching of drawing, painting and textiles. It is situated 
right in the centre of Eastbourne. The studio is refurbished to a high standard, and is fully 
equipped with adjustable height tables to support either textile printing with a soft surface to 
pin in to, or drawing, along with having a full set of easels for life and portrait work. Courses run 
weekly (drawing/painting/wildlife) or monthly (textile print & dye/stitched projects/advanced) 
with a separate programme of day workshops, and short intensive courses.

Christine Chester has been teaching textiles for many years, and enjoy developing the design 
aspect of projects with students, as well as teaching the more practical stitching and colouring 
skills. I have delivered City & Guilds to Diploma (the old Part 2) level in both Embroidery and 
Patchwork & Quilting. She is currently working towards a Masters degree doing a practice 
based course at Brighton University, developing the work on memory and identity.

http://studio11.christinechester.com


