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The women in the music video sway synchronised in 
white cotton, to the left, to the right. Rumpled doughy 
pink fabric envelopes her at their centre. I ran around  
circles, she sings.
 As a child, in the chaos of the part-renovated  
houses of family or family friends or in the rubble outside 
my father’s workshop on the farm, surrounded by pigs in  
arched shelters that spread like needlepoint across the  
horizon, I would seek out bricks and lay them in straight  
lines, delineating spaces, leaving blank spaces for door-
ways. These walls were never more than two bricks high. 
I did not play house inside. By sundown or home-time, 
I would return the bricks to where I had found them. I 
would do this often; build it, break it, and build it again. 
 These four walls breathe my juices. Sharp crystals  
line their edges pledging moments of light; flesh pink 
streaks the plaster.
 Bosom. Womb. House as body. It is an image as 
old as time, this contained, layered, vertical being, at 
once alive and deteriorating, subsumed in an internal 
reality, an interiority — the attic for dreaming, the cellar 
in darkness. But it is not any body that the house comes 
to symbolise, it is a female one — like those that it con-
tained — constructed, often, mostly, by men. The home 
implies nurture, fertility, safety, slumber, and beyond 
that, making, togetherness, and structure. It is true that 
in early mother cultures, we built houses and the earli-
est forms of labour such as craft originated inside the 
home and were done mostly by women. Gendered forms 
of labour demand gendered spaces and so in our func-
tion as child-bearers we came to embody the spaces we 
occupied. We women and those houses became safe; 
we also became safety — life begins well, it begins en-
closed, protected, all warm in the bosom of the house1 was  
Gaston Bachelard’s assumption that, universally, life 
starts in a place and state of calm and comfort. In the 
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life of a man, the house thrusts aside contingencies, its 
councils of continuity are unceasing. Without it, man 
would be a dispersed being. It maintains him through the 
storms of the heavens and through those of life.2 Through 
the storms, that vision feels male, it speaks of our place 
as women, as home, in the home; we come to embody it 
as a womb, as a cradle. 
 So it was that in the early 1970s, women artists 
began to question the home and their position within it, 
and to find ways to reclaim sites of female autonomy — the 
private spaces in which for so long they had been con-
tained — in defiance of the public institutions from which 
they were largely banished. Collectively, they sought 
forms of resistance that worked from the inside. They 
took that interiority, that containment and made houses 
into artworks that secreted their own vision of woman-
hood — they projected their walls onto those walls.
 Sometimes I wonder what thinking looks like. And 
then I imagine a body in a room — mostly female, whatever 
that means or is — charged by this intelligence, its frame. 
I can’t see her face. She doesn’t move. And there is a world 
outside. What is inside? Another world: her privacy. Her 
literacy. A sort of cool, formal feeling. But it needs walls 
to make it be.3

 In the early months of 1972, in a semi-derelict 
mansion in Los Angeles, a group of women led by Judy 
Chicago and Miriam Schapiro, consisting of students 
from the Feminist Art Program at CalArts, constructed  
Womanhouse. With hammer and saw and paintbrush, 
they set to work rebuilding the interior of the house and 
by retaining the basic layout — the bathrooms remained 
bathrooms and so on — they created a fragmentary (and 
this is significant) proposal of women’s various experi-
ences and concerns, suitable for what they envisioned as 
an exclusively female environment. If a woman’s body 
was a house, understanding its fragmentation was crucial  
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to the feminist movement. Lucy Lippard noted that by  
rejecting the conventional gratifications of the success-
ful, complete, finished art object and voyeuristic spec-
tacle, feminist art was able to explore the pleasures 
of the tentative and the provisional, of resistance, of  
deconstruction, of defining and re-defining: things un-
finished, not fully formed.
 Two years later in London a group of six women 
known as S.L.A.G. (South London Art Group), inspired by  
Womanhouse, took over 14 Radnor Terrace in Lambeth. 
A Woman’s Place made each room into an immersive  
installation that used the architecture of a house as a  
conceptual framework.4 Within and upon the walls, 
women generated things, deconstructed and rebuilt the 
home to articulate experience, understand emotion.
 I am curious about how these ideas played out 
on paper or wall, what they looked like. The surfaces in  
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these houses presented corporeal motifs: flesh tones, 
protrusions and orifices. In Womanhouse, within the soft 
skin of a kitchen pink,5 amorphous things protruded from 
the surface of the walls and ceiling: egg, ovary, breast, 
milk, yoke. Its repetition — this breast motif — worked as 
litany, impressing and defying the biological logic of our 
bodies.6 The implication is, too much.
 Upstairs in the bathroom, the walls were painted  
in high-gloss red. Rows of lipsticks, those feminine 
crayons, lined the shelves … Her hair is red, her lips are 
red … The cameras roll. She has a name, she is a woman 
and for a moment she is everything yet it is so absurd, this 
stage .7 The white enamel of the bathtub was lined with 
dark fur, evoking pubic hair and creating a thickness, a 
closeness of these corporeal surfaces, enclosed by those 
dripping gloss walls.
 And in a bedroom, a knotted, irregular struc-
ture of holes and lines like bad lattice, fabricated from 
white yarn, was presented against blacked-out walls. A  
crocheted womb. Faith Wilding’s Crocheted Environment  
rebuffed the square-ness and containment of the house. I  
stare for a long time at images of this craft-work, also 
known as Womb Room, made of Woolworth’s Sweetheart  
Acrylic yarn. In one picture, Faith sits in the centre of the 
space, knees tucked under chin, tight like a ball of string 
before it has been unravelled; in another, she lies flat 
on her back, arms outstretched — an eagle taking flight. 
She wrote at the time of how our female ancestors first 
built themselves and their families round-shaped shelters. 
These were protective environments, often woven out of 
grasses, branches, or weeds. I think of my environment as 
linked in form and feeling with those primitive womb-shel-
ters, but with the added freedom of not being functional.8

 Wilding refused straight lines and their claim to 
function; she created bagginess, unevenness, looseness. 
The Womb Room will not protect us — nor men — from 
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the rain or wind or sun. It contradicts itself further still 
in its insinuation of a web, implying at once entrapment, 
security, and danger.
 In A Woman’s Place, in the house in Lambeth, there  
was a hole in the wall that looked like an orifice, Kate 
Walker remembers, so she painted it red. Holes and 
their inversions — protrusions — gave palpable life to the 
walls. Breathing, emitting, secreting.
 Flesh was added and implied, but there was skin 
shed, too. In glaring virginal white, against the dark- 
ness of Kate Walker’s Nightmare Kitchen and seeping  
orifices, was Sue Madden’s Chrysalis bedroom, claustro-
phobic, a containment of a different kind, alternatively  
titled Second Skin. Lined with girl-paraphernalia, it  
overwhelmed the viewer with the material weight of 
womanhood. My cocoon tightens, colours tease, I’m feel-
ing for the air.9 A chrysalis is a temporary solace, a con-
tainer from which to emerge, it implies a ritual of shed-
ding, and so Madden’s heavily ornamented and stuffed 
bedroom, tight and uncomfortable, was, she said, a 
space in and out of which to grow and transform. This 
containment functioned as a call to arms — get out.
 These women in these houses, and other women  
in other houses, sought and resisted the containment 
of the home as an intended enclosure and something to 
break free from; like our bodies, like histories. They 
shut me up in Prose, Dickinson said.10

 A feminist art practice — one that articulated 
women’s real experiences and highlighted our omission 
from much of art history — was only named in those early  
years of the seventies. Like any new thing, it was un- 
steady, undefined. It contradicted itself. It afforded dis-
parate approaches to making, but amounted to a vision 
of a potential female culture. In London, groups like the 
Women’s Free Arts Alliance and the Women’s Workshop 
of the Artists’ Union frequently addressed women’s la-

bour in domestic spaces. A Woman’s Place and Woman-
house, however, were unique in that the spaces physically 
embodied these women and in so doing weaponised the 
home for self-articulation, for self-reflection.
 In dark crevices, unadorned and not on show — in  
Kate Walker’s blackened kitchen, in Faith Wilding’s cro-
cheted womb — women could digest their own emotions, 
their sexuality, fears, and dreams. I think of Louise  
Bourgeois’s self-made ‘cell’, spaces fabricated from  
architectural scraps — a space, she said, of both shelter  
and entrapment. 
 As a child. I abandoned my room, the one I had 
been given since leaving my mother’s bed, with its white 
walls and ceiling-high windows looking out onto a vast 
expanse of grass. I abandoned it for a nook with a door, 
an offcut space from the conversion of the house into a 
home. A narrow single bed was built and wedged into the 
corner. It bore no windows, admitted no light. I decorated  
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it with my drawings and trinkets. At night, I breathed in  
the darkness; revelled for a time against its airtight walls;  
slumbered in the alcove, sated by closeness.
 Boxes to break free from. Prising them open with 
tongues and teeth and nails, picking at the edges. Unty-
ing a bow, the one that is made of satin.
 Within a few years I deserted the room; returned 
to the light.
 I dreamed I had a new bedroom. People came to 
visit me there, it seemed like a nice place. But when I was 
alone again, I discovered a secret room where only I could 
go — fantasy became reality there and everything was 
beautiful. Compared to this inner room, the outside room 
was dull and drab.11

 What now? How, now, does this thing material-
ise? Houses as women and women in houses. Houses 
imprinted with us. What once was should not be made 
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in the same vein, for learning attends to fresh eyes, new 
experiences. So it was that in 2017, Raven Row — a gallery 
in a Georgian house in east London — hosted ‘56 Artil-
lery Lane’, drawing on A Woman’s Place to wonder after 
home, an imagined space for social, sexual, and political 
agency, and the ‘domestic’ as a stage.12 
 Structurally unchanged, like Womanhouse and 
A Woman’s Place, these rooms and the things that hap-
pened in them — performances, installations — began to 
articulate what now? People generated things, extrap-
olated — dug into the corners of the building and re- 
examined women’s position within them. The building 
did not come to embody any kind of literal womanhood, 
but the realities of our interior selves and their limits and 
intersections — often questioning categories of gender 
altogether — were pitched to the visitor. In a bedroom, 
softly lit, a sticky pink stool and a satin table cloth bore 
spilt ashtrays and rotting pizza while Adam Christensen 
applied makeup and sang. It was something akin to Kate 
Walker’s Nightmare Kitchen and Sue Madden’s Chrysalis.  
On the top floor in a heavily carpeted room wallpape- 
red and complete with custom-made curtains, three tel-
evision screens played Martine Syms’s An Evening with 
Queen White (2017). A woman’s voice, an oracle-like 
figure part preacher, part motivational speaker, sing-
speaks: you gotta be positive. You are a great, unique,  
human being, you are a great, unique, human being. In 
that room with its circular set-up of screens and audio, 
with the visitor at its centre, the walls, that space, emitted  
Queen White. It gained new agency.
 Recently, Megan Rooney painted an immense 
wall mural in a gallery in Dusseldorf. It was a big wall (she  
needed a ladder) and it was a public wall. There was col-
our and there were black, heavily lashed eyes — scratchy 
flashes in a wash of un-definition, like moments of being,  
of seeing.
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Rooney grew up in a pink house in a suburb in Canada. 
Her mother painted it that colour to puncture the cease-
less sea of beige. She had a sign above the door which 
read: ‘A tidy home is a sign of a misplaced life.’ Out of 
isolation or perhaps out of pure boredom she included me 
in all her domestic activities. We were taking care of the  
‘nest’ but it wasn’t our cage. The house provided us with a 
certain kind of freedom and we took liberties with it.13

 They were formative years in and of the home: 
lived experimentation of colour downloaded from mem-
ory and form evoked and revoked through generation, 
of materials salvaged or repurposed, vestiges of domes-
tic labour applied to walls (out the back of the house) and 
to paper (great rolls of them). Colour in the artist’s work 
is now a sliding scale of flesh and dirt, of earth, and she 
finds pink in them, and in other things — the pink of skin 
that has been burnt on a Brighton beach, the pink of the 
house her mother painted; the pink of pantyhose and 
stockings. I think of the fabricated flesh tone protru-
sions on those kitchen walls in Womanhouse. 
 And then I think of a deflated fairytale cas-
tle — pink, turreted, collapsing in on itself — standing in 
a white gallery space in London, not long ago. Arielle 
Chiara and Alix Vernet’s practice, in PVC, latex, and  
human tones, points to the ways social systems and 
our constructed environments and architecture actively 
fail us, failing our bodies too.14  Inspection Notice (2019), 
made from flesh-pink poly-blend moire and PVC plastic  
piping, implies a body as a fantasy castle. In its con-
struction, and through a collaborative practice, Vernet 
and Chiara made and deflated a flesh castle that manip-
ulated structures, recognised their failings.
 Sometimes alone, sometimes collectively, we have  
begun the work of permeating structures. No, more than  
that, we’ve reconstituted them — now, a room of one’s own  
is a place of our making. What if we take all of this — the  
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things generated and articulated, our sense of self — and 
construct something new, a space which is not defined by  
the binaries of public and private, interior and exterior, 
male and female — what kind of house would that be?
 If we take a child’s drawing of a house — before 
we dismantle it — those upper windows become eyes and 
the front door, a mouth. It is ajar. We can pass through.  
Inhale, exhale, speak. I think again of Queen White. 

Images courtesy of the Estate of Kate Walker (p. 79, 80), Womanhouse (p. 81, 83, 84),  
Raven Row (p. 87), Arielle Chiara & Alix Vernet and Soft Opening (p. 88) , Katja Illner (p.90, 91)
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