
LAUNDRY RESEARCH



[Laughs]

21:25 [Laughter turns to crying]

[REPEATS]

[Laughs]

21:25 [Laughter turns to crying]

[REPEATS]



15:03 [Singing: This is the way we wash 
the clothes so early in the morning]



09:03 (Applause and cheers)



12:41 [overlapping voices] [chatter]



In an 1883 mending textbook, Kate Stanley, an English needlework teacher, asserts that 
“a critical test of household management is the state of the linen. It often happens 
that sheets and pillow cases are torn at the wash, or by being caught on hedges or bushes 
in taking them in after drying.” Even though clothespins and clotheslines existed by the time 
Stanley’s book was published, it evidences how many people must have still been drying 
laundry in the way it had been done since the middle ages (and probably before): draping 
garments on tree branches and brush. The illustration above, from 16th-century German 
alchemy text, uses laundry as a metaphor for alchemy. The transformation from dirty wash 
water to bright white linens bleaching on the lawn is a magical but labor-intensive process, 
like the transformation from copper to gold. In the sky, rainclouds above the laundresses 
situate them as part of an ecosystem: clothes are washed in the river, and moisture 
evaporates into the air as the clothes dry, becoming rain that feeds the rivers. 



Darning samplers like this one record the 
education of working-class girls, perhaps 
in charity school settings that prepared 
students for jobs as domestic servants, 
schoolteachers, or seamstresses. Darning 
samplers functioned a bit like a resume, 
demonstrating a graduate’s 
clothing care and repair skills 
to a potential employer, including 
her ability to label articles of clothing 
for laundry. This darning sampler, 
completed in the Netherlands in 1767, 
is now in the Cooper Hewitt Museum.     

Vivienne Richmond, a historian of working-
class dress, points out that practical 
samplers might just seem like “bits of 
darning and some patches and a couple 
of initials and some buttonholes,” which 
“sounds very unexciting, but I find it very 
difficult to find the words to express 
just how marvellous this stitching
is. It is absolutely minute.” This example 
features about 25 stitches per inch. 

08:41 "Hon, is my shirt ready?"



07:51 First of all, there was a particular art about hanging 
your clothes on the line. And everybody had clotheslines and 
you looked at your neighbor’s clothes ... when I look at other 
women’s clotheslines, I want to know more about them. 

09:43 [miscellaneous laughter, baby crying, whispering]

22:36 people would read your fortune by your clothesline.



07:25 [Baby cry-- and response]

07:43 [ Child's voice . . .] [Nursery rhyme] 
Say what? Hang your mittens out to dry? You 
clever kittens. Then you shall have no pie.



Laundry Reading Room

Books

After Work: A History of the Home and the Fight for Free
  Time by Helen Hester & Nick Srnicek
How to Keep House While Drowning: A Gentle Approach to
  Cleaning and Organizing by KC Davis
Laundry Day by Jessixa Bagley
Laundry Love: Finding Joy in a Common Chore by Patric 
  Richardson with Karin B. Miller
Our Laundry, Our Town: My Chinese American Life from
  Flushing to the Downtown Stage and Beyond by Alvin Eng
Photocopier: A survey of Prints and Books (1974-83) by
  Pati Hill*
Shaker Life, Work, and Art by June Sprigg and David
  Larkin
Women’s Work: The First 20,000 Years by Elizabeth Wayland
  Barber

Artist Publications & Zines

Laundromats: Photographs and Paintings 2020-2023 by
  Japeth Mennes  (japethmennes.com)
Project Z II by Rhonda Khalifeh (rhondakhalifeh.com) 
Better Homes & Dykes Issue 1 (@betterhomesanddykes) 
Laundry Day by teke cocina and Aaron Krach 
  (tekecocina.com, aaronkrach.com)
Laundry Day by Cassidy R.
A Place for Everything and Everything in its Place by
  Melmck Collage (@melmckcollage) 
Bob the Laundry Llama by Ramona Webb
Gray Water and Laundry: Using the Clothesline is my
  small way of fighting climate change by Zebra Cat
  Zebra, carolynswiszcz.com  
Letters to Jill: A Catalogue and Some Notes on Copying 
  by Pati Hill*
Greenbelt Summer by Matt Moreland (www.itsmonday.press) 
Laundry in Public by Scott McCarney 
  (scottmccarney.cargo.site) 

* book is quoted in this zine

Most of the images in this zine are in the public domain, with the notable exception of the 
cover image, which falls under a Creative Commons 2.0 license.   

Timestamped text is from the transcript of Roberta Cantow’s 1981 film “Clotheslines” 
at folkstreams.net/contexts/clotheslines-transcription. Streaming the film through The Criterion 
Channel, Ovid. TV, Docuseek.com, and ProjectR.tv financially supports the filmmaker, 
and donations made through folkstreams.net/donate can be split with the filmmaker. 

additional sources: 
mythcrafts.com/2017/07/01/splendor-solis-plate-21/ 
hapticandhue.com/podcast-episode-44-the-language-of-thread/
collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/18616627/
images.findagrave.com/photos/2011/213/74165577_131228567083.jpg



This zine is a miscellany of laundry references that explores how and where laundry appears 
in the encyclopedia. It was produced for Publish-O-Mat, a pop-up reading room at Chicago Lake 
Coin Laundry in Minneapolis. For this event, our press selected books and zines about laundry 
to share with readers at the laundromat--“curated” is probably an overstatement, since so few 
books have been written about laundry that we included every volume we found. Compared 
to the scope and quantity of writing about other domestic activities, like cooking or cleaning/
organizing, there are significantly fewer books about laundry. There are certainly interesting 
laundry references in books about other topics, but stumbling on them is a matter of luck. 
Even though laundry is a frequent and nearly universal task, the existing frameworks used 
to organize knowledge and information tend to overlook it. Some of the most compelling 
research into laundry doesn’t use books or documents at all, instead embracing 
the interview as a method: for example, the approach of Roberta Cantow’s film 
“Clotheslines” (1981) hearkens to folklore, oral history, and anthropology.

Both reading and washing clothes can be private, domestic activities that routinely become 
more public in the setting of the laundromat. When artists put media like books or textiles 
in a gallery, we run the risk of stripping these objects of their rich social context. By hosting 
a pop-up reading room in a laundromat, we celebrate reading, touch, wash, use, wear, 
and the aesthetics of everyday living--which are no less beautiful for being ordinary. 


