
Merlyn Riggs 

Maidens, Meal and Menopause 

Merlyn Riggs is somewhere in between a Dame, a suffragette and a Mrs. Beaton; 
at a point where art, personality and culinary messages merge. As such, her works 
tend to combine notions of feminine glamour, of cooking and of feminist activist 
revival; a kind of real life reflection on the French anthropologist Claude 
Meillassoux’s classic work Maidens, Meal and Money. Here the powers of home 
cooking and female wardrobes address class and women’s issues through 
idiosyncratic and quirky events, such as recipe exchanges, mass menopause 
actions, or her so-called ‘Museum of Me’, rendezvous which have the effect of 
bringing together people from all shades of the social spectrum. 

In her back yard resides a mobile tea room, which she conveys to wherever it is 
needed - a friend’s art opening, a farmer’s market or a women’s conference. Fully 
equipped with old-time tablecloths and china, she unfolds the atmosphere, 
enhanced by her home baking, which in turn is spiced by a number of her long-
term Strictly Scottish cooking projects: a scones collection for example, or samples 
from a collective cake book in the making. 

Most of Merlyn’s projects are ephemeral events, where the focus of attention is on 
the ensuing conversation triggered through notions of hospitality. While in Huntly, 
she embarked on the comprehensive project of Fit’ll a mak fur supper the nicht. 
This encompassed a necklace of smaller and larger events, encouraging people to 
think about the good old art of home cooking. She began by setting up a cookbook 
amnesty shop for redundant recipe books that needed a good home; then went on 
to develop a drop-in recipe swapping center. From then on, the events ranged from 
a stall at the farmer’s market, through sit-in sessions at the local butcher, to the 
administration of a traditional coffee morning in the Steward’s Hall.  

Dialogue from these activities informed the final event of Fit’ll a mak fur supper the 
nicht – for this, Merlyn recruited no less than 50 women, fully fitted in aprons and 
such regalia, each engaged to cook soup for their own manufactured ‘family’ of five 
people, with an overall gathering of over 300 participants, with strangers 
encouraged to engage with each other in domestic reminiscence. Subsequent 
recollections of conversations over the paper table cloths, themselves illustrated 
with hand written comments on prandial memories, became temporal evidence of 
an improvised familial understanding. 

Participants in Merlyn’s extravaganzas are deliberately mixed-and-matched, to 
ensure a new correspondence is developed. Uneasy to begin with, especially when 
partnered across a social or cultural divide, partakers of Merlyn’s wares soon 
become collaborators, as anonymity fades across common ground. These 
conviviums celebrate the dawning of a new domestic camaraderie, far ahead of the 
old admonishment “Don’t play with your food…” 

Claudia Zeiske 

Deveron Arts 


