
 

Swept Under the Carpet?  Servants in London Households, 1600-2000 

Tuesday 15 March – Sunday 4 September 2016.  Free entry 

 

 
The Laundry Maid, mezzotint by Philip Dawe 

after Henry Morland, 1774 

 

Servants are taking over the Geffrye’s parlours, drawing rooms and living rooms… 

 

This special exhibition will explore domestic service and the experiences of servants living and working 

in middle-class homes over the last four hundred years.  It will show the ways in which servants’ work 

formed the backbone of domestic life, giving a glimpse into a world often overlooked by historians.   

 

New scenarios and subtle interventions in the museum’s period rooms will illustrate the changing 

nature of the relationship between servants and their employers over time - from the intimacy of a 

maid checking her master’s hair for nits in the late 17th century, to an ayah caring for the children of an 

Anglo-Indian family in the late 19th century, to an au-pair picking up after the children she looks after in 

the middle of the 20th century.  

 

The middle-class parlour, drawing room and living room tend to be thought of as rooms of leisurely 

retreat where friends and family gathered.  However, these spaces were also places of discipline, hard 

manual labour and domestic skill.  Swept Under the Carpet? explores the Geffrye’s archives and 

collections to confront some of the realities of domestic life:  how was table linen cleaned before soap, 

running water and washing machines were available? What was involved in the lighting of the hearth 

fire so synonymous with homely warmth? What was involved in a spring clean? And who cared for the 

children of the house?  

These narratives will highlight how the apparent ease and comfort of home has historically been made 

and maintained by servants – a vital contribution to domestic life which is frequently overlooked in 

history. 

 

Swept Under the Carpet? is guest curated by Tessa Chynoweth and Laura Humphreys, AHRC-funded 

Collaborative Doctoral Award researchers from the Centre of Studies of Home - a partnership between 



the Geffrye and Queen Mary, University of London.  The exhibition is supported by Queen Mary, 

University of London. 

  



RELATED EVENTS 

Talks  
 
Servants in London Households 1600-1700 
Friday 15 April, 1pm, free 
 
Swept Under the Carpet?  
An exhibition highlights talk with a curator. 
Saturday 23 April, 2pm and 3.30pm, free  
 
Servants in London Households 1700-1800 
Friday 13 May, 1pm, free 
 
Servants in London Households 1800-1900 
Friday 17 June, 1pm, free 
 
Servants in London Households 1900-2000 
Friday 8 July, 1pm, free 

Workshop 

 

A Spring Clean 

Find out how servants used to clean the home in springtime, then create your own natural cleaning 

products using herbs and other ingredients. 

Saturday 21 May, 2-4pm.   Tickets £16, £13 concs 

To book: www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/whatson/book-tickets/, bookings@geffrye-museum.org.uk  or 

 020 7749 6024  

 

Open Evening 

 

The Servant Problem  

Join us for a special evening uncovering the lives of servants, their relationships with their employers 

and the etiquette expected of them from the eighteenth to the twentieth century through drama, 

songs and anecdotes. 

Thursday 16 June, museum opens 6.30pm, performance 7-9pm.  Tickets £16, £13 concs. 

To book:  www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/whatson/book-tickets/, bookings@geffrye-museum.org.uk or 

020 7749 6024  

 

NOTES TO EDITORS 

1. For further information or to request an interview with one of the exhibition curators, please contact Nancy 

Loader on 020 7749 6026 or press@geffrye-museum.org.uk.  Exhibition images can be downloaded here:   

Swept Under the Carpet? images 

2.  The Geffrye Museum explores the home from 1600 to the present day.  Evocative displays middle-class, 

London living rooms and gardens illustrate homes and home-life through the centuries, reflecting changes in 

society, behaviour, style and taste. The museum is set in elegant, 18th-century almshouse buildings 

surrounded by gardens, in East London.  www.geffrye-museum.org.uk 

3. We want to open up the Geffrye for all our visitors and the local community.  So we are embarking on a 

major transformative capital scheme to greatly improve our visitors’ experience of the museum, create new 

http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/whatson/book-tickets/
mailto:bookings@geffrye-museum.org.uk
http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/whatson/book-tickets/
mailto:bookings@geffrye-museum.org.uk
mailto:press@geffrye-museum.org.uk
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/vxzajavtmg642mp/AACoLKy-FZf8Gm-nhWDNKwhla?dl=0
http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/


spaces for our collections and learning activities, and develop the museum for generations to come.  The 

£15m project is due to complete in 2020, depending on funding and planning.   

 http://www.geffrye-museum.org.uk/aboutus/unlocking-the-geffrye/ 

 

4.  Entry  FREE  

 Address: 136 Kingsland Road, Shoreditch, London E2 8EA 

 Tel: 020 7739 9893   Email:  info@geffrye-museum.org.uk 

Open: Tuesday–Sunday & Bank Holiday Mondays 10am-5pm 

Travel: Overground: Hoxton station (directly behind the museum) 

Tube:  Liverpool Street station, then bus 149 or 242 from Bishopsgate 

Old Street station (exit 2), then bus 243 or 20-minute walk 

 

March 2016 
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