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Domestic Memento Mori by Tarsh Bates 

 

The lace doilies and crockery of Brooke Zeligman’s Feast are the memento mori of our 

familial and domestic relationships. The delicate pâte de verre glass objects are remembrances of 

our matriarchal lineages, tangible and ephemeral substantiations of feminine work and care.  

Three years ago my maternal grandmother was diagnosed with dementia. A year later she 

died. My sister, my mother and I twice assembled the remnants of her life onto tables, her 

crockery, cutlery and linen. Like Brooke’s grandmother, mine was a maker; a knitter, a sewer, a 

cook: most women of her generation were. Tables were covered with warm knitted blankets, 

delicate lace doilies, Royal Doulton tea sets, pink and blue Tupperware, tarnished silver, glass 

cookware, cake tins, crystal vases: poignant reminders of hours spent learning to knit, baking and 

eating cakes and macaroni cheese. We mourned through each object, witnessing her life and our 

own through infusions of stories and memories.  

Feast asks what we are to do with these doilies and tea sets, precious for their labour and 

memories, nevertheless evocative of hope chests and a docile femininity so incongruous with 

contemporary life? Brooke creates these works from original objects, making casts which are then 

filled with glass and baked. Many of the originals are lost in the process, which is time consuming 

and intricate. Works such as Arianne’s Nanna’s Doily and Skin Like Tissue Paper evoke corporeal 

imaginings of the hours a woman spent bent over her lace-making, the strain of her eyes, the 

twinges in her back, stiffness in her fingers. Gravy and Milk jugs transport me to dinner with my 

paternal grandmother for whom these objects were as necessary as knives and forks.  

The fragility and transience of lace, cutlery and crockery are reinforced by Brooke’s use of 

pâte de verre glass as a medium. The works are diaphanous and gossamer: testament to Brooke’s 

skills and those of the original makers. Several of the works are incomplete or damaged, indicating 

the ephemeral nature of the original objects and our memories. Feast is suffused with jouissance, 

simultaneously exquisite and unbearable with the apprehension of its imminent loss. 

Feast challenges sentimentality and nostalgia through the tension between the glass as 

fragile and ephemeral and the glass as fragile and threatening. Glistening glass shards discourage 

my picking up a spoon, deter me from drinking from a goblet, thwart my grip on a jug. Splinters in 

my fingers, my tongue, blood on my lips, my throat. Reminders that families, intimacy, relationships 

are complex and painful, can be agonizing and terrible. Drinking Milk (mother’s), eating Great 

Grandmother Coombes’ cake is fraught. 

Feast witnesses the remnants of lives, the sorting of time and memory. The beauty, pain 

and work of intimate lives laid out with reverence: domestic memento mori. 


