
Materializing Memory, Mood, and
Agency: The Emotional Geographies
of the Modern Kitchen

Meal machine, experimental laboratory, status symbol, domestic prison,
or the creative and spiritual heart of the home? Over the course of the
past century no other room has been the focus of such intensive aesthetic
and technological innovation, or as loaded with cultural significance.
Kitchen design has been both a central concern of modernism and
fundamental to our concept of modern life (MoMA 2014).

that the kitchen was the subject of an exhibition—Counter
Space: Design and the Modern Kitchen1—curated by the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York indicates the
extent to which this domestic space has been elevated from a
mere site of “sanitary labour” (Saarikangas 2006: 165) to a sub-
ject of material and cultural interest among both academic and
popular audiences. The above quote, taken from the exhibi-
tion’s promotional website, captures some of the complexity
with which many academics have wrestled when thinking
about domestic kitchens over the last forty years. It is a topic that
has attracted scholars from a range of disciplinary backgrounds:
from feminists who have marked the kitchen out as “a zone of
feminine subjection, where women must manage a ceaseless
routine of work” (Floyd 2004: 62) to those who have taken a
global perspective in providing revisionist histories of women’s
relationship with the spaces in which domestic foodwork takes
place, among whom the kitchen has been reconceptualized as
a site of resistance rather than one of oppression.2

Meanwhile, design, cultural, and social historians have
explored how—in addition to the ways in which female sub-
jectivity has been designed into kitchen spaces (Hayden 1978;
Cieraad 2002; Freeman 2004; Llewellyn 2004a)—ideologies
concerning nationhood (Buckley 1996; Lloyd and Johnson
2004), social class (Attfield 1995; Cieraad 2002; Hollows
2000; Llewellyn 2004b), and both production and consump-
tion influenced the visions of architects, designers, and urban
planners during the twentieth century (Freeman 2004; Jerram
2006; Johnson 2006; Saarikangas 2006; Hollows 2008). Others
have explored the ways in which the kitchen has been reconsti-
tuted from a “backstage” site of production to one of sociality—
in the form of the kitchen-diner or living-kitchen—accessible to
and converged upon by all household members and visitors
alike (Hand and Shove 2004; Munro 2013).

Some have focused on the impact that technology has had
in transforming the interior landscape of the kitchen (Giard
1998: 210): for example, in helping to rationalize foodwork, in
allegedly deskilling consumers (Short 2006; Meah andWatson
2011), or in creating “more work for mother” (Cowan 1983).3

Importantly, the role that kitchens have played in processes of
identification—particularly among migrant communities—
has not been overlooked.4 Indeed, Dutch writer, curator, and
photographer Linda Roodenburg (2011: 238) suggests that the
“kitchen is a metaphor of a complex, multi-cultural reality.”
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Building on the sociological work of June Freeman
(2004), who interviewed a sample of seventy-five British
householders with newly installed kitchens, I take a geo-
graphic and visual ethnographic approach in exploring how
some of the women and men I have met during my encoun-
ters in domestic kitchens in the UK have appropriated and
made use of these spaces. Presenting four case-study kitchens,
I illustrate the ways in which ideas about aesthetics, design,
form, and function converge in envisaging the consumption
of spaces that may have originally been imagined for quite
different purposes to those required by modern consumers.
Often operating within structural or financial constraints, oc-
cupants of these four households illustrate the ways in which
both experiential knowledge acquired over the life-course
informs practices of appropriation and consumption, and
how—ultimately—“the hardware of material culture figures
in the doing of things” (Watson and Shove 2008: 70) and is,
therefore, crucial to the effective accomplishment and perfor-
mance of everyday life. While kitchen spaces and their ob-
jects are revealed to be sites in which mundane practices
converge, so, too, do they emerge as having affective poten-
tial wherein they do more than provide a backdrop to social
and domestic life. Indeed, the materiality of the kitchen fig-
ures as crucial in processes of identification, negotiation, and
relationality by which it has moved “frontstage” in the emo-
tional topography of domestic life where, suggests Rolland
Munro (2013: 218), one’s sense of being in the world is mag-
nified rather than diminished.

Implicit in my conceptualization of the kitchen within this
essay is an understanding of home as an emotional space, expe-
rienced in both embodied and psychological ways. Referring to
geography’s “emotional turn,” Bondi et al. (2005: 1) argue that
our emotions

“affect the way we sense the substance of our past, present and future. . . .
Whether we crave emotional equilibrium, or adrenaline thrills, the
emotional geographies of our lives are dynamic, transformed by our
procession through childhood, adolescence and middle and old age, and
by more immediately destabilising events such as birth and bereavement,
or the start or end of a relationship.”

In keeping with the growing scholarship concerned with “the
dynamic, recursive relation between emotions and space or
place” (Anderson 2009: 188–89), this article foregrounds the
situatedness of the kitchen within the complex, emotional
geography of domestic life. Following Hockey et al. (2005:
135), who suggest that both objects and spaces have their own
agency, I focus on the material culture of the kitchen and
how these carry a sedimentation of significances (Hockey et al.
2001: 755) that can narrate the untold stories of lives being lived

(Gregson et al. 2007; Llewellyn 2004b), those having been
lived, as well as those that are imagined (Meah and Jackson
forthcoming). This has, however, not always been the case
and, in the next section, I briefly illustrate how these changes
have been effected historically before turning my attention to
each of my case study kitchens.

Consuming the “Heart of the Home”

That the modern kitchen has been regarded—by some—as a
“laboratory” (Lloyd and Johnson 2004; Van Caudenberg and
Heynen 2004) or a “machine for the preparation of meals”
(Llewellyn 2004b: 234) is reflected in the emphasis placed by
architects and designers on functionalism, operational effi-
ciency, and the principles of household management, making
it a site of mundane practice in which space, objects, social
conventions, and human agency converge. The impact of
these management discourses in influencing the ideas of
design professionals in the Global North during the first half
of the twentieth century has been examined by a number of
scholars.5 Louise Johnson (2006), for example, reports the ap-
plication of time-and-motion principles in Australia, Europe,
and North America by the 1920s, leading to the identification
of a “working triangle”6—the sink, food storage, and cooking
areas.7 Rooted in the effective relationship between humans,
their environments, and nonhuman agents, this is a theme
that persists in contemporary design discourses regardless of
shifting rationales concerning aesthetics.

However, while architectural discourses of the interwar
period prescribed the kitchen as a space for food-“work”,8 its
meanings to those who occupy it extend beyond this narrow
conceptualization, not least since cooking is increasingly rep-
resented less as “work” and more as a recreational, leisure ac-
tivity (Roos et al. 2001; Holden 2005; Short 2006; Aarseth
2009; Swenson 2009; Cairns et al. 2010), and one with in-
creasing appeal to men (Hollows 2003; Swenson 2009; Meah
2014b; Meah and Jackson 2013). Moreover, the centrality of
the kitchen within domestic life has resulted in its conceptu-
alisation as ‘the metaphor for family life’ (Craik 1989: 57).
Martin Hand and colleagues (2007) observe that regardless of
shifts which may have taken place in the functionality of the
kitchen (facilitated by a range of technologies that make for
more efficient, productive, or accomplished cooking), perhaps
the most significant development has been “the idea that
the kitchen constitutes the symbolic heart of the home”
(2007: 675, emphasis in original), a theme also echoed by
Freeman (2004). That a shift has taken place in how kitchens
are conceptualized in the UK over the last decade or so is
reflected in a kitchen manufacturer’s advertisement published in
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Good Housekeeping in 2002, in which the kitchen is described
as “somewhere you want to spend time, where you feel comfort-
able, where you can simply live your life” (cited in Hand et al.
2007: 675).

Given that Elizabeth Shove and colleagues (2007: 22)
report that British kitchens are replaced every seven years or
so, this room has become constituted as an important site of
consumption, renovation, and renewal. However, as propo-
nents of current theories of practice,9 these authors contend
that rather than simply being signifiers of identity, material
artefacts—including those implicated in the design and layout,
as well as the technologies of the kitchen—are not passive
objects, but interact with people in the form of routinized prac-
tices, giving them agency in actively configuring their users
(ibid.: 23).10However, while objects and intermediaries may en-
able participants to achieve “better” or faster results in terms of
cooking and cleaning for example, evidence from Hand et al.’s
(2007) study of kitchens (and bathrooms) indicates that such
items are also implicated in the performance—or doing—of
“family” and, therefore, of everyday life. Indeed, many of their
respondents identified the kitchen table as the key item facilitat-
ing a vision of kitchen-based sociality that resonates within
idealized notions of this room being the symbolic heart of the
home.11 In what follows, I explore the ways in which some of
my participants’ kitchens have been imagined, appropriated,
and consumed, illustrating how spaces and material artefacts,
combined with experiential knowledge, converge in forms of
practice that reveal their agency in the effective accomplish-
ment and performance of everyday life. In keeping with
the growing scholarship concerning emotional geographies,
whereby emotions are acknowledged as being dynamically
related to and co-constitutive of place (Bondi et al. 2005;
Davidson andMilligan 2004; James 2013), this essay foregrounds
the situatedness of the kitchen within the emotional topography
of domestic life.

Research Context and Methods

The data reported here emerge from a research study, based in
northern England, which focused—primarily—on patterns of
continuity and change in families’ domestic kitchen practices
within living memory.12 As part of a broad interest in domestic
food provisioning practices, including routine activities of food
shopping, storage, preparation, eating, and disposal, the re-
search also explored the spatial contexts in which such practices
take place. Food-focused life history interviews enabled partici-
pants to speak about their memories of kitchens from their
childhood and earlier lives, as well as those currently inhabited,
while ethnographic work—utilizing a digital camera and small

digital video recorders—in the form of provisioning “go-alongs”
(Kusenbach 2003) (including accompanied shopping trips,
guided kitchen, garden and allotment tours, and meal prepara-
tion), facilitated the recording of the visual dimensions of their
engagement with food and food-related spaces. I interviewed
twenty-three members—aged 17–92—of eight families, with at
least two generations represented in each family. Ethnographic
work was completed with fifteen of the seventeen participating
households.13

While narrative interviews emphasize the discursive dimen-
sions of participants’ experiences and perceptions, the ethno-
graphic work offered the advantage of capturing how
domestic “kitchen life” (Wills et al. 2015) is enacted and per-
formed in each household, facilitating what Sarah Pink (2004:
10) has referred to as an “anthropology of the senses.” This
meant that I was able to directly observe and record the inter-
play of form and function, ergonomics and aesthetics, within
the spaces in which foodwork was undertaken. These included
gardens and allotments, where some participants grew their
own produce, food storage in cellars,14 pantries,15 and utility
areas, and spaces where food is consumed. I also acquired a feel
for what it was like to be in these spaces while groceries were put
away and food prepared, including the practical or physical lim-
itations imposed by the design of the space itself, as well as the
material objects utilized within it. Indeed—acknowledging the
effect that my presence may have had, and that the method
does not provide unmediated access to participants’ daily
lives—the go-along enabled me to engage with my partici-
pants’ stream of experiences and practices as they moved
through, and interacted with, their physical and social envi-
ronments (Kusenbach 2003: 463).16

In the case study examples that follow, I draw upon both
the narrative and visual data, along with my fieldnotes, in an
attempt to reconstruct some of the kitchens I encountered
during my fieldwork. My aim is to embody the individuals,
their experiences and frustrations, as they interact in a mate-
rial environment that, to some degree or another, appeared to
be idealized—either now or in the past—as the symbolic
heart of their homes.

In each household, participants reflected upon the pro-
cess of planning and designing their current or imagined
kitchens, which for some was experienced as a positive and
collaborative activity, but in others was reported as a source
of contestation or disagreement, wherein different desires and
preferences have had to be negotiated and compromises
reached, with particular material objects serving to amelio-
rate any dissatisfaction with the outcome. Although the
kitchen was, for all, a functional space where meals were
produced, such spaces are also reported as having an affective
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role for those who occupied them, either in mobilizing
memories shared within them, or in facilitating a transforma-
tion in mood via interaction with the physical space and the
material objects found therein. Indeed, all of these kitchens
hummed with life and meaning that went beyond the prepa-
ration of food (see Bennett 2006; Meah and Jackson forth-
coming).

The first case study illustrates how kitchens can be sites of
hauntings, or absent presences, the material culture therein
bearing witness both to their history and to the lives of those
who have occupied or currently occupy them; thus being im-
plicated in the performance of family life, a negotiated and
socially learned process. The second looks at kitchens as a
site of consumption, where dominant discourses concerning
design and aesthetics are rejected by the occupants and ma-
terial objects consumed not just for what they make possible
in terms of identification or accomplishment, but for their
agency in configuring mood or feeling. The third and fourth
kitchens illustrate the processes by which disagreement is ne-
gotiated and resolved in how new kitchens are imagined by
different household members. Specifically, the third introdu-
ces the theme of restlessness and how, when individuals are
unable—either due to a lack of resources or a failure to reach
a compromise—to transform the physical environment of the
kitchen, other items may be consumed that mitigate a sense
of discontent. In the final kitchen case study, we see what
happens when discourses concerning ergonomics and aes-
thetics compete via its occupants’ needs and desires. In this
case, it is the house itself—rather than simply the needs or
preferences of the owners—that succeeds in shining through
and, in doing so, demonstrates the affective potential of space
in contributing to domestic harmony or discord. Combined,
these kitchens provide an insight into how the materiality of
the kitchen figures not just as a backdrop to the activities that
take place therein, but are revealing of the ways in which
emotions and place are co-constitutive.

Absent Presences

This first case study epitomizes the idea that kitchens have
symbolic significance as the heart of the home but, simulta-
neously, it also makes visible their temporal nature as sites in
which past(s) and present can converge in the form of absent
presences (Hetherington 2004). Anne Elland (63) and her
husband, Mike, had lived in their house for almost thirty
years when I interviewed her in August 2010. The couple had
raised three sons here and all but the youngest had now left
home. Located in an affluent part of the city where most of
the fieldwork took place, the house is a large and imposing

semi-detached property at the end of a long drive. It dates
back to the Victorian period and retains many of its original
architectural features. The kitchen is located to the rear of
the house; a room large enough to easily accommodate a
farmhouse table and six chairs, along with a range of fitted
oak units, an oak dresser, and a number of freestanding appli-
ances, including an expensive French range cooker.

At one end of the kitchen is a door leading to the hallway
into the rest of the house, and another leading down to the cel-
lar where, among other things, a chest freezer is stored, along
with vegetables, which are neatly laid out on a stone slab, an
original design feature for storing food prior to the introduction
of electric refrigeration.

In one corner of the high-ceilinged kitchen is a bell sys-
tem linking each of the bedrooms, the lounge, and formal
dining room to the kitchen; evidence of the social status of
those who might once have occupied this property—perhaps
wealthy industrialists. In spite of its size, the room only has
two windows, one of which is positioned over a porcelain
sink overlooking a large garden. These features point toward
this space having been the domain of servants relegated to
the rear of the house, beyond public view, with only a narrow
aspect onto the outside world.

Over the years, the Elland family have reconstituted this
space as something more than a site in which the messy busi-
ness of feeding the household is undertaken by servants. It is,
or at least was when their sons lived at home, the “throbbing
heart of the house” (Roodenburg 2011: 226), at the center of
which is the kitchen table. Indeed, when interviewed, Anne’s
eldest son, John (41), remembered this table as not just being
the place where the family would eat, but where he and his
brothers would do their homework and his father would read
the papers, along with the evening ritual of “always listen[ing]
to the news and then The Archers which was generally around
the time we’d finished our tea . . . at five past seven.”17

Prior to my meeting Anne, John had explained the process
his parents had engaged in during the planning of the kitchen.
Having an engineering background, his father was a very prac-
tical man and designed and fitted the kitchen himself; how-
ever, he did so in consultation with Anne regarding her
needs of the space. John envisaged that this will be a process
that he and his own wife will replicate when they eventually
replace their current kitchen. Of this he said:

It’ll be a joint project to decide on, in the same way that my parents’
was . . . My Dad built that kitchen pretty much and, you know,
I remember him saying to my Mum, “I can get you a bit of marble and
put it in the worktops so you can roll your, erm, pastry out,” “yeah
that’s a good idea” and “where’d, where do you want this and where do
you want that?” you know, and it kind of, it was er . . . it was a dialogue
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about how they wanted it to look and where they wanted things and
where, you know, how it, where things would be most useful and
functional.

When I spent the afternoon with Anne in her kitchen, she
confirmed this, adding that her husband had built the units
and worktops ergonomically so that they would be at elbow
height for her, making this a more comfortable space for her
to prepare food in. While these accounts of how the space
was planned and installed perhaps point toward the design of
gender into space (see Llewellyn 2004a), they have additional
significance if we consider them as evidence of how relation-
ships and domestic life are negotiated and reproduced within
this family. Indeed, the kitchen becomes a space through
which John learns about processes of negotiation and consid-
eration of others’ needs and requirements in the doing of
relationships and aspires to a similar approach within his own
marriage.

These narratives highlight the way in which Anne was liter-
ally designed into and embodied within the space, her aesthetic
tastes also reflected in the red floral wallpaper and appliances
chosen to accessorize with the color of the cooker. But there is
more than this; the displayed collections of china and crockery
that were given as gifts at the time of the couple’s marriage
testify to a life shared by Anne andMike which spanned over six
decades. How, then, is this kitchen experienced byMike follow-
ing Anne’s unexpected death less than three years after I en-
countered the telling of this kitchen’s story? Rewatching the
video footage and hearing Anne’s voice and her laughter at a
time when I was starting to think about the kitchen in terms of
what Pierre Nora (1989) has referred to as lieux de memoire (sites
of memory), I was struck by how this kitchen—both with evi-
dence of its distant history and functioning remaining, and with
one of its former users designed into it—illustrates the ways in
which material objects enable reminiscence, materialize mem-
ory, and facilitate the maintenance of embodied and emotional
connections with events or people from the past (Meah and
Jackson forthcoming) (see Figure 1).

Two years after his mother’s death, I asked John whether
Anne’s absent presence (Hetherington 2004) has been experi-
enced as a comfort, or as a haunting (Miller 2001) by him
and his father as they perhaps stand at the sink and overlook
a view once shared by Anne. Here, John indicates that while
his mother’s absence is felt through her choice of décor and
the photographs of her that are displayed in other parts of the
house, it is perhaps experienced most keenly via the kitchen
since the back door is used as the main entrance to the
house: as soon as the family walk through the door they are
reminded that Anne is no longer there. He suggests that

rather than being a comfort—for now at least—his mother’s
absent presence is experienced as a haunting:

It’s still a strange experience going round to see my Dad and my Mum
never being there. There is so much of her in the house . . . Unlike some
couples, my parents always made joint decisions on decorating, pictures,
furniture et cetera so the whole house is very much a reflection of both
my parents which only heightens my Mum’s absence all over the house.
The same applies to the kitchen really. Although my Mum was the main
cook of the family the kitchen always felt—like the cliché says—the
heart of the home and not necessarily my Mum’s domain. It still feels the
same, to me anyway, although it’s a lot more untidy these days! I don’t
think I’ve got to the point where the house is a comfort; every time I walk
through the back door I feel her absence.

Through this kitchen we are reminded of Yi-Fu Tuan’s
(1977: 144) suggestion that “home is an intimate place. We
think of the house as home and place, but enchanted images
of the past are evoked not so much by the entire building,
which can only be seen, as by its components and furnish-
ings, which can be touched and smelled as well.” Seen from
this perspective, objects are ascribed more than mere practi-
cal or aesthetic value; they are reframed as companions to
our emotional lives (Turkle 2011: 5).

Configuring Identities and Feeling

In this next kitchen, we see the multiple ways in which con-
sumption figures into the doing of everyday life: in what—and
how—things are consumed (or rejected), and how the effects
extend beyond practices of identification and accomplish-
ment. Liz Butler (55) lives with her husband, Philip, and their
two daughters, aged 16 and 17. At the time of our interview,
Liz and Philip had occupied their home for twenty-five years.

FIGURE 1: Video still of Anne Elland in her kitchen, December 13, 2010.
PHOTOGRAPH BY ANGELA MEAH © 2010
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The house is a semi-detached property—probably dating to
the immediate post–Second World War period—located in a
built-up, suburban area on the outskirts of an industrial city.
Positioned on a hill, the rear-facing kitchen overlooks a long,
sloping garden, well-stocked with trees, a view that can be seen
while standing at the kitchen sink.

The kitchen had been redesigned three years prior to the
household’s participation in the study, Liz explaining that
they had had the space extended, meaning that it effectively
doubled in size. The daughter of a coal miner, Liz recalled, with
fondness, the kitchen she grew up in as a place where “every-
thing” happened—from cooking and eating, bathing in front of
the fire, listening to music and dancing. In contrast with this,
and in spite of it having been extended, there was no room for
a table in her current kitchen; instead, the separate dining room
was accessed through a doorway below a stainless steel shelf
laden with pans. Nonetheless, there was a sense that the kitchen
was something of a nerve center and hive of activity within the
house; or at least it was Liz’s nerve center.

Although Liz had once aspired to a career in catering, as a
working mother she had to satisfy her culinary passions by be-
coming an enthusiastic grower and producer of food, using
her kitchen to store produce from her garden and allotment,
as well as transforming fruit that she had grown into preserves
and cordials, and her vegetables into wholesome meals for
her family. Here, she escaped the stresses of her job, describ-
ing baking as a form of relaxation. Since her husband and
daughters did not share her enthusiasm for cooking, the
kitchen was a space largely occupied by Liz.

While some other participants had replaced existing kitch-
ens with fairly standardized fitted units guided by design pro-
fessionals or sales advisors, Liz reported having resisted the

advice of “experts,” including her original joiner, who had
told her that the vision she had for her new kitchen was not
achievable in the existing space. Far from being a passive
consumer—either of the current fashion for continuous work
surfaces and unified cupboard arrangements (Freeman 2004:
38) with integrated appliances that create the illusion of
order, or of “expert” advice that did not fit her requirements—
during her interview, Liz reported that she “told them what I
wanted and kind of worked with them” to achieve it.

Liz reported that her basic requirements were that “I don’t
want fitted [units], I don’t like fitted . . . I want a reclaimed
wooden floor,” and that there should be lots of natural light.
The outcome of these stipulations was that the off-shot exten-
sion18 was constructed in brick up to sink height but, above this,
the walls and back door were constructed of glass and unplasti-
cized polyvinyl chloride (UPVC). In contrast with the kitchen
in the Ellands’ older property, this is an incredibly light space,
where one can look out over the garden and part of the city be-
low while washing up, facilitating a sense of connection with the
outside world.

All the appliances are freestanding and, instead of base
units, there are freestanding cupboards, under which there is
space for storage baskets (where, among other things, Liz
stores her preserves), while canned goods are kept on shelves
in a storage space under the staircase off the main hallway. In
her interview, Liz asserted:

I really don’t like cupboards . . . I think they’re a waste of time. Why
would you want cupboards [laughs]; they stop halfway up the wall, they
collect dirt and dust and everything on top of there.

In Figure 2—a collage of separate images, pasted together to
form a panorama representing half of Liz’s kitchen—we can see
the design solution that resolved her aversion to cupboards.
This is a worktop-to-ceiling, open unit, the upper shelves of
which are accessible using the wooden stool positioned in front
of the fridge-freezer.19 While the open-plan nature of the space
may, on the one hand, appear to be untidy and is inconsistent
with the clinical, well-concealed conditions imagined by many
Modernist designers who envisaged the kitchen as a site of pro-
duction, at the same time it is revealing of the lives being led
herein, including, for example, Liz’s commitment to sustain-
able consumption, manifested in the pile of recycling and
egg-trays for reuse on the far right of the image.

While Liz may not fit the image of the passive “housewife-
consumer” (Hollows 2000: 125)20 who might be “led” into con-
suming ideas about design and layout that may be en vogue,
she nonetheless admits to a fondness of kitchen gadgetry.

FIGURE 2: The mood-transforming spoon and other kitchen utensils.
PHOTOGRAPH BY ANGELA MEAH © 2010
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Commenting on the filmed cooking observation, in my field-
notes I observed:

Using a silicone brush, Liz smears the pan with olive oil and I comment
on her gadgets. She says that her husband laughs at her, “but I use them
all,” she says, and she shows me a silver teaspoon (see Figure 3):
“gorgeous, I bought that just to cheer myself up. I should cry more
often!” A spoon that helps transform someone’s mood. . .

Here, we are reminded of Shove et al.’s (2007: 23) observation
regarding how “material artefacts, rather than being passive
objects, actively ‘configure their users,’” not just in terms of
identity, skill, and accomplishment, but also in terms of
feeling or mood.

Liz’s account of the making of her kitchen and the signifi-
cance of particular objects within it illuminate the ways in
which—for some—this space, at the heart of the home, has
meaning that is grounded in comfort, belonging, and identity.21

If, as Bachelard (1994 [1958]) suggests, our house is our corner of
the world, then Liz’s kitchen is her special corner of this world,
experienced as a revitalizing space within the emotional geogra-
phy of her everyday existence. Here, she is sequestered from
both the stresses of work and the demands of her family, where
she can look out on her garden and the world beyond from

her kitchen window, indulge her passion for cooking, and
daydream in peace (ibid.: 4–6).

The kitchens described above are—or were—used primar-
ily by women. In my next two kitchens, reflecting shifts in do-
mestic kitchen use over the last two decades, the principal
users are men. In each case there is evidence of contestation
over the design of the kitchen, reinforcing the suggestion that
kitchens are becoming increasingly “crowded” spaces (Meah
and Jackson 2013).

A Restless Kitchen

In this third kitchen, we explore the restlessness (Shove et al.
2007) that emerges when the occupants are unable to reach
agreement concerning its physical layout. While there is con-
testation over one user’s aspiration to transform this space
into a place—the hub of the house—the consumption of
technologies helps mitigate reported frustrations; such tech-
nologies having agency both in facilitating the accomplish-
ment of foodwork tasks and in enabling at least one of the
occupants to feel better about these tasks.

Sally (40) and Stuart (42) live with their children, Ben (5)
and Rachel (7), and their cat and dog in a small terraced

FIGURE 3: Liz Butler in her nonstandard kitchen, August 17, 2010.
PHOTOGRAPH BY ANGELA MEAH © 2010
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cottage located in a village in the Derbyshire countryside.
The property is modest and simply furnished, the couple hav-
ing undertaken renovation work in keeping with its original
character. The couple are very thrifty and, despite modest in-
comes, Stuart reported—with some pride—that all the work
undertaken on the property has been completed without in-
curring any debt. However, the household finances have yet
to stretch to the renovation of the kitchen, which is a source
of frustration for Stuart, an enthusiastic everyday cook, baker,
and maker of preserves. The kitchen was among the smallest
that I visited; perhaps twelve feet long and four wide—
“galley” shaped—with little room for more than one person
at a time, which made for a challenging experience while
filming during a hot Saturday afternoon in June 2010.

The kitchen comprises a freestanding wooden storage
unit, on which I observed Stuart kneading and proofing
bread dough (see Figure 4), and a selection of white, wall-
mounted cupboards and matching base units in between the
sink and the freestanding cooker. A door is missing on one of
the wall units and a row of tiles is missing to one side of the
cooker. A stainless steel sink and separate hot and cold taps
highlight the age of this kitchen. Because storage space is at
a premium, the tops of the cupboards are used to store cere-
als and cookware, and the microwave is located on top of the
fridge-freezer at one end of the kitchen. Most of the house-
hold’s food is stored in an outbuilding, accessed via steps
down to a paved yard. In addition to the washing machine
and dryer, here we find an upright freezer, where bulk-
bought meat, batch-cooked meals, cakes, bread, and other
bulky items are kept, along with a shelving unit containing
a selection of homemade preserves, canned goods, and other
nonperishable items. As with the previous two case studies,
Stuart and Sally’s foodwork space does not comply with the
Modernist vision of eliminating extraneous movements if all
food storage spaces are taken into consideration.

Figure 4 gives some idea as to the spatial constraints expe-
rienced by users of this kitchen, of which Stuart observed: “It
does my head in. I need a bigger kitchen; well, I don’t need
one, I would like one.” The kitchen literally feels crowded
when occupied by a cook, small children and/or a medium-
sized dog; even more so when a camera-wielding researcher is
thrown in.

Stuart reported that he is currently “doing battle” with
Sally over what to do with the kitchen. His vision is to re-
move the wall that separates the kitchen and the dining
room, seen on the left of Figure 4. He said:

I’d love to have a big kitchen, if it was me that wall would come
straight out and, you know, I’d like to have a big kitchen where, it’s like

you said, the hub of the house, so you can sit round there but . . .
when we have guests round to eat I’m generally chatting through the
wall if you know what I mean, shouting through. . . . I just want a
whole big kitchen. I want it all out, you’ve got this lovely fireplace [in
the dining room], you can make a, ‘cause the kitchen’s, that’s the only
thing we’ve not spent on.

What Stuart longs for is the type of “democratized”
kitchen-dining space (Munro 2013) envisaged by some Mod-
ernist designers, such as Jane Drew, who aimed to reduce
women’s isolation backstage in pre-war kitchens (see Llewellyn
2004a). In these visions, the kitchen moved frontstage, the
cook and their activities on public display (Munro 2013).
While some (for example, Cieraad 2002) have suggested
that the current popularity of open-plan kitchens among men,
in particular, is attributable to their enthusiasm for “perform-
ing,” Stuart seemingly longs for a space that will simulta-
neously have meaning as the hub of the house, as well as
one where he can interact with other people without having
to shout through walls. However, the reason that he is unable
to realize this is because—regardless of whether occupied by
a male or female user—Sally prefers to have the “kitchen
mess” separate from the rest of the house. The kitchen there-
fore emerges not as a site in which contestation takes place,
but one over which different needs and preferences of its users
compete.

Stuart’s experiences echo those of Shove et al.’s (2007: 26)
participants who reported what the authors describe as “rest-
less kitchens,” based upon the relations of “having” and “do-
ing” being out of synch; a sense of having to “make do.” For
Stuart, making-do is partly facilitated by two not inexpensive

FIGURE 4: Stuart Charles, Rachel, and the family dog in their
“crowded kitchen,” June 26, 2010.
PHOTOGRAPH BY ANGELA MEAH © 2010
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technological intermediaries that enable him to achieve a
sense of both enjoyment and accomplishment in cooking,
while at the same time not feeling enslaved in a cramped and
isolated space. The first was the stainless-steel range cooker,
described as “my baby. It’s my little toy”; the second was a
Magimix food processor, of which he says: “I couldn’t be
without it.” I speculated as to what his grandmother would
have done to have had a machine like this and Stuart
responded:

That thing saves me so much time in the kitchen. You wouldn’t
believe what I make with it. I think I pretty much use it for everything
I cook that I can think of, even if it’s just down to slicing, grating,
whizzing, mixing.

The food mixer, along with its various attachments, has
agency in both speeding up some tasks and making others
less laborious, enabling Stuart to complete more food-related
tasks, and also freeing up more leisure time. It may be argued
that these kinds of labor-saving technologies have trans-
formed domestic cooks into “unskilled spectators” or mere
pushers of buttons (Giard 1998: 212) that simultaneously serve
to further “enslave” (Wajcman 1995) and bind women to do-
mesticity (Murcott 1983: 33). However, the shifting gendered
landscape of the domestic kitchen (which has seen the
“democratization” [Meah and Jackson 2013] of many food-
work activities) means that women are no longer assumed
to be sole consumers of such technologies.

Clearly, this kitchen is a source of contestation in this
household: the existing space being a source of frustration to
Stuart, the imagined kitchen beyond the realms of possibility
for his wife. While Stuart aspires to a more “democratic”
kitchen-dining space, it is perhaps the case that Sally is aware
of the limits of “democracy,” particularly if—as in some of
the other households that took part in the study—there re-
mains a persistence of gendered constructs regarding the na-
ture of cleanliness and order and what is considered to be
“acceptable.” However, rather than causing an unbridgeable
gap in the emotional topography of the household, the
couple negotiate ways of managing the mismatch between
their needs and preferences, with specific objects—such as
the food mixer and the cooker—ameliorating Stuart’s experi-
ence of the kitchen while simultaneously satisfying Sally’s
need to contain the messy business of foodwork.

Aligning Ergonomics and Aesthetics

In this final kitchen, there is also evidence of disagreement be-
tween the occupants. In this case, however, the tension emerges
when discourses concerning ergonomics and aesthetics are out

of synch. Laura Anderson (63) and her husband, Ted (65),
have been married for over forty years and have lived in their
current home since 2003. On buying what is—now—an im-
pressive Edwardian villa, the couple set about an extensive
program of renovation involving architects in redesigning the
layout of the original kitchen, dining, and utility areas. In her
interview, Laura suggested that she had wanted an opportunity
to de-clutter their domestic space after years of accumulating
“stuff.” She said:

I didn’t want it to be starkly modern, I wanted, somehow, the look to
reflect the period. I’d got into this idea that you’ve got to let the house
shine through and so, minimalist, but not in any kind of . . . But, so, in
terms of the kitchen I’d got, you know, it was more the look of it that was
important to me . . . it was little, tiny. But in terms of the design and
function, you know, the relationship between that bit of it was very much
[Ted’s] doing.

During his interview, Ted reiterated that the kitchen has to
“look right” and “be a nice space to be in,” but he added:
“the way in which a kitchen works, the space has to be laid
out appropriately.”

When the couple moved into the property, the kitchen
had been hidden away at the rear of the house, a space now
utilized as a utility room and downstairs cloakroom. They
effectively moved the kitchen into the original dining room,
constructing a U-shaped space that became the food prepara-
tion area. A Belfast sink22 and drainer is located in the “curve”
of the U, a space above this having been cut into the wall over-
looking the dining room (see Figure 5). Rather than acting as a
simple serving hatch, the large opening with wine glasses over-
hanging and stools positioned on the other side gives this more
of a sense of being a social space through which cook and
visitors—who naturally gravitate toward the rear of the house—
can remain connected. Although not a kitchen-diner—as imag-
ined by Munro (2013)—the Andersons’ kitchen nonetheless
invites visitors “to view the ‘production’ of the hospitality they
anticipate enjoying” (ibid.: 217), whether this is a cup of tea or
a multi-course meal.23

On the other side of the kitchen, at one “end” of the U, is a
large “American” fridge-freezer, which Ted described as “my
treat.” This was an appliance ascribed with “intelligence,”
since—like Liz Butler’s fridge-freezer—it is self-cleaning and au-
tomatically adjusts its temperature depending on how full it is.
At the other end of the U, set within the chimney breast, is a
Lacanche cooker.24 Ted emphasized the “robust” nature of this
semi-professional appliance, and—unlike Stuart Charles—
describes it as “not like a toy, it’s a proper bit of kit . . . it just
makes me feel really good about using it.” As with Liz’s silver
teaspoon, the cooker has agency in enabling Ted to feel good
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about what he’s doing, in his case—perhaps—facilitating a
greater sense of accomplishment.

Additionally, the house is given agency in—literally—being
enabled to “shine through” via the reinstatement of the previ-
ously bricked-over chimney breast in order to accommodate the
powerful extractor required to service the cooker. Of this, Ted
reported:

When we opened it, it was, it looked promising and . . . so we had er,
this, this built up and the arch reinstated, the arch had been taken
out fifty years ago or something, so the arch was put back in, and then
this big industrial, erm, extractor which was built for the space.

Ted went on to explain:

I arranged the racks around [the cooker] so everything’s within. . . you
wouldn’t have a kitchen without being able to reach everything really
handily . . . and then the other space around it was arranged so that,
the, the dishwasher can easily. . . feed into the cupboards with all
the stuff and the bin, that the waste is right next to the, underneath
the worktop and so on, so it’s (better) to work in a very basic
ergonomic way.

I observed both Ted and Laura in the kitchen on several
occasions over a period of months, the last being ahead of a
Christmas party in 2010, when I was greeted by a kitchen
warmed by an oven baking Spanish pastry dishes, the aroma
of which filled the air, and the sound of a classical radio
channel playing Christmas carols; a cozy and inviting haven
on a cold, dark winter’s day (see Figures 5 and 6).

I watched Ted as he cleared the space on the food prepa-
ration area, wiping spilled polenta into the pull-out bin with
a cloth. Having forgotten what he had told me—almost a
year earlier—about this aspect of the layout, I asked if this

function was built into the design: the idea that you could
sweep food debris directly into the bin. He responded: “It was
completely deliberate.” Laura, however, reported that she
had not picked up on this feature until one of their sons’
friends had made her aware of the possibility of wiping things
straight into the bin; she had never considered this herself.
Here, this older couple unsettle conventional gendered ster-
eotypes regarding the relative importance of form and func-
tion because it is Ted who is the principal user of this
kitchen, not his wife.

However, Ted’s determination to have a space “that worked
well for cooking rather than just looking nice” ignored a paral-
lel resolve on Laura’s part that functionality should not over-
ride aesthetics in certain key areas. For example, the kitchen
had been fitted with wooden worktops that, over time, had
started to blacken around the sink. Laura told me that Ted’s
proposed solution was to replace the worktops with black gran-
ite ones. Her response: “that’s absolutely not, so not the look I
want,” and she reported the exchange between them:

. . . he kept saying to me, “you won’t talk to me about this, you won’t
plan this ... and I still don’t know what you want,” and I said, “well,
basically, I don’t want what you want, do I? You know what I do like, you
know what I don’t like so.” And he’s like, “oh, come on then,” and we
had a bit of a, you know, I said, “we’ll talk about this. . .”

As with some of the previous case studies, the kitchen is
revealed to be a site through which relational differences are
contested and negotiated. While Mike Elland works with his
wife to create a space that works for her, and Stuart Charles
has to concede to Sally’s stubbornness about the division of
their domestic space, between the oldest of our couples we see

FIGURE 6: Ted Anderson’s “serious cooker” and ergonomically
designed bin.
PHOTOGRAPH BY ANGELA MEAH © 2010

FIGURE 5: Ted Anderson preparing food ahead of a Christmas party,
December 23, 2010.
PHOTOGRAPH BY ANGELA MEAH © 2010
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a process of dialogue leading to the achievement of a solution
that was agreeable to both Ted and Laura. While there has
been speculation about the relative power that men and
women wield in the democratized order of contemporary
kitchen life, it is clear that in each of these households,
women have the final say, regardless of whether they are the
principal users of the space.25 In the case of the Anderson
household, Laura ascribes the kitchen with an agency of its
own that—she believes—should serve her wider project of
enabling the house to “shine through.” That she succeeds in
this is reflected in Ted conceding that although his preference
would have been to knock through to the dining room to
create a kitchen-diner, “that wouldn’t have suited the house.”

Conclusion: Kitchens and the Emotional
Geographies of the Home

The case studies reported here illustrate the point that rather
than being simple “meal machines” or “domestic prisons,”
kitchens are a central site within the emotional topography of
domestic life. Indeed, their significance is not restricted to ei-
ther functionality or aesthetics; they are also a key site in the
emotional geography of the home. Narrative and observational
data collected from these households indicate that creating a
space in which “you want to live your life” is far from a
straightforward process. In addition to managing structural
and financial constraints, individuals may find themselves
going against the advice of so-called experts, and for couples
at different points across the life-course, this is further com-
plicated by the requirement to accommodate the needs and
preferences of other members of the household. The kitch-
ens that have been given life within this essay have not just
been sites of contestation, compromise, and concessions, but
have proved an important feature in the emotional develop-
ment of both their owners and subsequent generations. By
way of discussions about the design of a kitchen, John Elland
learned about how couples communicate effectively in rela-
tionships, an ideal learned from his parents to which he
aspires in his ownmarriage. Likewise, Stuart and Sally’s children
may have learned about how compromise can be achieved
through negotiation. Importantly, they may have also learned
that kitchens are not spaces occupied exclusively by women,
and that cooking is something that can be a source of satis-
faction and pleasure.

Additionally, while particular objects are crucial to the dy-
namics and performance of everyday life (Shove et al. 2012),
for example in enabling individuals to achieve faster or
more accomplished results, importantly we see the affective

potential of domestic space and its material culture. A spoon,
for example, can be mood enhancing in the same way that
the open-plan layout of a space might facilitate a sense of
connectedness with other people, or a connection with the
world beyond while remaining safe in one’s own corner of it.
Likewise, a kitchen table can both facilitate, and become a
metaphor for, family life, while simultaneously materializing
memories among those who may have sat at it.

Whether conjuring up imagined former occupants, chil-
dren who have grown up and left home, or a late spouse, we
see how personal histories become embodied in the struc-
tural fabric of each kitchen, transforming them from spaces
in which food is prepared or consumed into places where
lives are remembered and retold. Indeed, kitchens emerge as
a key site in which memory is materialized (Meah and
Jackson forthcoming), particularly in relation to deceased
loved ones, whose presence may haunt via objects or prac-
tices, thus foregrounding material culture as the centerpiece
of emotional life (Turkle 2011: 6). Seen in this light, kitchens
are brought frontstage within the emotional topography of
domestic life, within which converge “memory and nostalgia
for the past, everyday life in the present and future dreams
and fears” (Blunt and Varley 2004: 3).
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NOTES

1. The exhibition was on display from September 15, 2010–May 2, 2011.
2. For a review of this literature, see Meah 2014a.
3. On cooking technologies, see, for example, Silva 2000; Truninger
2011. On cold storage, see Isenstadt 1998; Shove and Southerton
2000; Watkins 2006. On the parallel histories of the freezer and
microwave oven, see Cockburn and Ormrod 2000.
4. See, for example, Pascali 2006; Supski 2006; Longhurst et al.
2009. There is also evidence of appropriation of kitchens by
occupants of public housing in the UK (Miller 1988) and Soviet
Russia (Reid 2002).
5. Freeman (2004: 25-54) provides a good general account. Others
have commented on housing projects undertaken during the interwar
period: Jerram (2006) provides a critique specific to Germany,
Saarikangas (2006) on Finland, and Llewellyn (2004a, 2004b) on
Britain. Hand and Shove (2004) also illustrate how changing kitchen
“regimes” can be documented in popular lifestyle magazines.
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6. Johnson illustrates six variations (according to kitchen shape) on
the working triangle.
7. The application of time-and-motion methods in the analysis of
kitchen practices has been satirized in the Nordic film Kitchen
Stories (Salmer fra Kjøkkenet, 2003).
8. Elsewhere (Meah 2016) I consider how the kitchen can be
understood as a barometer of ideological dialectics during the
interwar and post–World War periods.
9. See also Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 2002; Warde 2005; Shove and
Pantzar 2010; Shove et al. 2012.
10. Similar observations are also made by David Sutton (2014),
writing from within the anthropological tradition. Reporting his
ethnographic work on cooking and skill among the people of
Kalymnos, Sutton highlights the significance of individuals’ use of
particular tools which may or may not facilitate skilled practice.
Indeed, he notes that his participants’ reflections point toward a
“distributed agency between humans and objects” (2014: 74) where
neither one nor the other is responsible for a successful outcome,
but a combination of both.
11. Marianne Gullestad (1984) has reported that Norway is a
“kitchen table society” premised upon strong female networks. This
is something that has also been echoed in the literature concerning
migrant and minority populations in the Global North (see note 21).
12. This study was part of an international program of research,
Consumer Culture in an “Age of Anxiety” (CONANX), funded by an
Advanced Investigator Grant awarded to Peter Jackson by the
European Research Council (2009–12).
13. The fieldwork took place over an eighteen-month period
between February 2010 and August 2011.
14. Basement areas in older types of houses.
15. Walk-in storage areas, not necessarily directly linked to the
kitchen.
16. Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim,
each participant being assigned a pseudonym. Contemporaneous
reflexive fieldnotes were written in tandem with analysis of the audio
and visual material, still images being taken from the video footage
to capture moments of practice that were not photographed directly.
17. The Archers is a popular, long-running radio drama set in the
English countryside.
18. This refers to an extension from the property, usually in terraced
houses, where a former outdoor toilet or coal-shed has been converted
into a kitchen.
19. A combined refrigerator and freezer, usually with the refrigerator
above the freezer.
20. See also Attfield 1995; Partington 1995; Lloyd and Johnson 2004.
21. On the experiences of migrant and minority populations, see
Barolini 2005; Supski 2006; Longhurst et al. 2009.
22. A deep rectangular kitchen sink, traditionally made of glazed
white porcelain.
23. A kitchen-diner is a kitchen with a dining area within it.
24. Lacanche is a brand of range-cookers originating in Burgundy,
France.
25. See Chapman 1999; Meah 2014a; Meah and Jackson 2013.
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