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Endnotes
The meaning 
of dish towels

Commercial towels
PHOTOS BY MADELYN VAN DER HOOGT

B Y  M A D E L Y N  V A N  D E R  H O O G T

T herapists o� en point out that when you are dealing with 
a speci� c issue in any relationship, you shouldn’t “go 

global,” as in going from “You forgot to buy milk?” to “You 
never listen to anything I say.” Well, every time I think about 
the speci� c issue of handwoven dish towels, I go global. Dish 
towels take me right to the existential issue that weavers so 
o� en face: What is Art.

I think about this issue frequently because, in some venues, 
weaving is but one subset of the art/cra�  � eld that also includes 
painters, woodworkers, sculptors, etc., as well as “� ber art-
ists” (a label that is o� en applied to all weavers but makes me 
exceedingly uncomfortable when it is applied to me).

At a dinner party some time ago, one of the guests remarked 
that art is any item that is not designed for use but only for view-
ing. With that de� nition, any wall hanging is art. And therefore, it 
logically follows that if you weave a wall hanging, you are an artist.

Which brings me to dish towels. 
A few years ago, I taught a workshop in a place that also 

o� ers workshops in watercolor, sculpture, quilting, bead-
ing, ceramics, etc. As o� en happens in such places (usually 
art centers), the teachers were asked to give a show-and-tell 
about their “work,” one teacher each evening a� er dinner. 
Such an assignment overwhelms me for a number of reasons, 
not the least of which is that I don’t think of weaving as work. 
My “work” is the teaching, writing, editing, and � guring-out 
tasks—tasks that don’t lend themselves to show-and-tell. For 
me, weaving itself is play, not work. Also, I don’t really speak 
art, in that I don’t have any words to say about my inspiration 
or what my “work” expresses. So, in thinking about my presen-
tation, I thought I might do a sort of satire about “Art.”

� e premise I began with is that the only di� erence between 
a dish towel and a wall hanging is that you don’t put a dish 
towel on the wall. At least most people don’t. I do, actually. 
Handwoven dish towels in my house are on display. Dish tow-
els that you are supposed to use are the ones I purchase. 

It is a problem for me that people who come into my kitchen 
don’t observe that there is a little rack of commercial towels right 
next to the kitchen sink, the exact location in which you actually 
need a towel. Instead of using one of those, they walk across the 
kitchen, hands dripping, to a towel very obviously placed with 
decorative intent exactly like a wall hanging, and dry their hands 
on it. In their defense, I admit that the commercial towels I buy 
don’t look less artful than the handwoven ones. It is one of those 
incomprehensible inequities of life that the commercial towels 
I love most are a combination of damask and wa�  e weave in 
cotton as � ne as sewing thread with images in the damask that 
would take months to make using pick-up techniques. � ese 
towels cost $4.98 each. � is is an inequity equal in dimension to 
the fact that if I weave a wall hanging, I can maybe ask $200 for 
it even if it looks just like a dish towel.

With all that in mind, I went to the hall where I was to give my 
show-and-tell and hung on the walls all my handwoven dish 
towels that I had happened to bring as weave structure examples 
to use in my workshop. My plan was to talk about them as though 
they were Art, satirizing what I thought of (vaguely) as “artspeak.” 
I didn’t actually plan this speech and counted on being inspired in 
situ.

Well, the directors of the event took us out to dinner that 
night before my talk, and we each had a complimentary glass 
of wine. When I walked up to the podium, I realized that my 
artspeak satire was not a good plan. It would be very clear that 
I didn’t know what I was talking about (glass of wine or no). So 
instead, I went with what I do know. 

Dish towels require little sewing (only the hems). � ey can be 
woven in almost any weave structure. � ey are usually woven 
in cotton or linen or a cotton/linen combo, weaving yarns that 
come in more colors and sizes than any other yarns available to 
us. � ey can be woven on looms of almost any width or number 
of sha� s. � ey are fun to weave. � ey add color to your kitchen, 
whether you use them or hang them on the wall. And whether 
they are Art or nothing but pretty utilitarian cloths, dish towels 
are a weaver’s joy to make and use. 

Wall hanging (towel) 
by Sheila O’Hara
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