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Promises and Expectations
(Vanessa Marr, 2014)

Acting as a metaphor for domesticity, 
these seven hand-embroidered 
dusters comment upon the 
expectations of women within a 
domestic environment. 

The context of the popular fairy tale 
phrases, juxtaposed with definitions 
of domesticity, brutality, 
protectiveness and femininity, 
question the promises told through 
fairy tales to women and girls.

My choice of embroidery mirrors the 
way that women told oral fairy tales 
whilst they worked with cloth. 



AN EVERYDAY 
METHODOLOGY 

Feminine Legacies 

In Women’s Work:  The First 20,000 Years 
(1994) Elizabeth Wayland Barber argues that 
working with thread: spinning, weaving, 
sewing etc., historically became a women’s 
primary means of earning money out of 
practicality and necessity. 

The feminine link to embroidery is strong. In 
The Subversive Stitch (1984) Roszita Parker 
describes how it ‘has provided a source of 
pleasure and power for women, while being 
indissolubly linked to their powerlessness’ 
(Parker 11). 

I make everyday through a method that 
reflects that of my foremothers. 

My stitching fits around family, work 
and chores.

I stitch on the train to work, during  
meetings, whilst the dinner cooks, and in 

front of the TV in the evenings. 

My duster, hoop and red thread, 
accompany me everywhere. 



WHY DUSTERS? 
• Mundane and ignored 

• Unadorned 

• Beautiful 

• ‘Everyday’ cleaning cloth 

• Represent domesticity

• Easy to stitch

• Feminine link to red thread

• Legacy of stitch and ‘women’s work’

• Craftivist context - stitch as activisim



THING POWER 

Creatively overlapping Humanness and Innateness through a Domestic Object 



‘Relationships between objects and gender are formed and 
take place in ways that are so accepted as “normal” as to 
become “invisible.” Thus, we sometimes fail to appreciate the 
effects that particular notions of femininity and masculinity 
have on the conception, design, advertising, purchase, giving 
and uses of objects, as well as on their critical and popular 
reception’

Pat Kirkham, The Gendered Object. (1996:1)



Craft changes the duster into an artefact worthy of display. Like 

Karl Marx’s table (1976 [1867]) it comes alive, embodying its 

relationship to power. The power of thing that had the power 

to tell a woman to do the dusting is transformed into a power 

that tells her she has a story to tell. The context of the duster 

project shares this story, giving her a voice, which through 

exhibition is acknowledged and through knowledge starts the 

chain of change that craftivism provokes. In short, the duster 

subverts its own purpose and turns it on its head. (Marr, 2021)



WOMEN & DOMESTICITY – WHAT’S 
YOUR PERSPECTIVE? 

A collaborative research project featuring 

hand-embroidered dusters 



ABOUT THE PROJECT 

Invites perspectives and experiences on women and 
domesticity to be hand-embroidered onto a duster

Established in 2014 and exhibited widely

Dusters signify the low status of invisible domestic labour

Ongoing call for contributions without exclusion 

Practice-based and collaborative 

Autoethnographic

Engages an everyday object in everyday conversations that 
entice change 

Craftivist 



SHARING THIS RESEARCH 

Active participation and discussion is 
fundamental to this research project. 

It is shared via in a variety of social settings: 

• Community pop-ups 
• Exhibitions and workshops

• Museums and art galleries

• Academic conferences/symposiums 

• Academic publications 
• Social Media (Blog and Instagram) 

• Word of mouth 





Rage: Duster from the collection by Amy Mallett: Nonchalance, Irritation, Industry, Rage



Comfort: Dusters from the collection by Judith Berrill: Pink Feathers and by Michelle Pannell: Home is where the Heart is



Time: Dusters from the collection I simply don’t have time by Ali Trott and Time by Felicity Truscott. 



Story: Dusters from the collection, telling stories through application and form. From left to right: Sarah Welsby and Philippa Lyon. 



Family expectations: Duster from the collection by Cary Norman. It holds of the story of when she asked her then 12-year-old 
son to set the dinner table and he retorted with: “It’s women’s work”. He never said it again! 



Poetry: Dusters from the collection: I am Here by Melanie Smith, and We are but dust and shadows by Karen Morgan. 
Some participants wrote poetry in order to tell their stories (left) 

whilst others borrowed poems that enabled them to tell their story through the words they found (right). 



EVERYDAY PHENOMENOLOGY 

Time spent with the dusters had a surprising impact on myself 
and the project participants 



[The duster’s] ‘transformation, from humble cleaning cloth to an 
embellished and significant object, imbues the duster with layers of 
meaning that are expressed and interpreted through both relational 
and performative engagement, for both the maker and the viewer 
relate to the cloth and its purpose; one participatory, one 
observational. The duster also performs in its own right as an object, 
embodied with experience through the stitch-drawn gestures it 
displays and the audience’s reading of its purpose. Thus, relation and 
performance become an interdependent cycle’. (Marr, 2019)



ENGAGING BODY AND MIND 

• ‘Phenomenology can be practiced and identified as a manner of thinking’ 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1945, p.ix)

• Drawing is: ‘in essence, a projection of the body’ (Rosand, 2002, p.16)

• Stitch becomes drawing, no longer simply embellishment, but instead a 
conscious and unconscious knowing

• We know the purpose of the duster, which connects us to the domestic theme

• Stitch-drawing becomes a phenological tool 

• ‘In each instance we look, we choose a tool, we position ourselves and make 
gestures with our hands, limbs and bodies’. (Marr, 2019)



Drawing experience (workshops): Touch, smell, speak, share, tell, remember, stitch  
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Everyday Creativity: 

I exist in the liminal 
The space in between
The lines of days spent 
Wiping dirt
Well versed in stanzas of the household day
Those smeared edges,
Run rings around my head
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