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INSIGHTS INTO SECRET CHAMBERS



The idea for this book first occurred to me when I was staying with a friend in Italy. Over the summer months she decamps to Monopoli, a little seaside town where she has an apartment that once belonged to a ship’s captain. My friend renovated it herself, taking great care over the details. The spot where there used to be fireplace with a chimney is now the bathroom. When you step into the shower, you can look up a three-foot-long shaft to see a slice of clear sky at the top, high above your head, like a James Turrell light installation.


This bathroom resembles my friend’s very character: cool, open, minimalistic, and beautiful. And so that summer, just before I left, I asked her to send me a picture of it as a souvenir. She did just that, and added a couple of vivid sentences about it. Back in Berlin I asked a few more of my friends—only four or five at first—whether they, too, would mind sending me a photo of their bathrooms. Almost all of those friends put me in touch with other friends of theirs, whose bathrooms they felt simply had to feature in my growing collection. And so, day after day, emails flooded in with photos and little stories about yucca plants, souvenirs from around the world, and glamorous grandmothers. In no time, I had over a hundred photos and notes telling me all about the women who had taken them. In November of last year, I gathered the images together and put them on display at Melanie dal Canton’s shop MDC in Knaackstraße, Berlin, in an exhibition that we called The Bathroom Chronicles. And now they’ve been reunited in this book.


I have always found bathrooms more interesting than kitchens or bedrooms. It’s a place where you come face-to-face with yourself, reflected in the mirror, as you brush your teeth, massage in creams, or fix your hair as you prepare for the day ahead or get ready to turn in for the night. Of all places, it is here that many of my girlfriends keep things that are dear or precious to them—small objects that hold emotional resonance for them: photos, flowers, jewelry, family keepsakes, vintage finds, books, postcards, vials, perfumes, old towels, little mermaids, rubber whales, hourglasses, creams, vases, plants, ceramic pots, magazines, and lipsticks. This is an intimate space—perhaps the most intimate in the whole home. It’s where they shake out their lives, take a good look at themselves after getting up or before going out, construct their identity, and fashion a sense of self. Maybe that’s why I like hanging out in their bathrooms so much: because I feel that something of their magic, their daily rituals, lingers there, just within reach.


One friend who now lives in Tokyo sends me a small bottle of Johnson’s Baby Cologne every year. She gets it from the drugstore; it’s scented water for babies, no more sophisticated than that. She knows how much I love these simple fragrances and how much they remind me of our childhood together and of her mother, who used to always bring along this scent when she came to see us. Another friend loves to look around my bathroom, trying out this perfume or that new lipstick. When I’m at her place I do exactly the same thing and invariably want to take everything in her bathroom cabinets away with me—as though these items might allow me to always have a bit of her with me, no matter how far apart we might be.


Not all of the women in this book are my friends, but we’re all connected, as friends of friends. They range in age from twenty to seventy-five. Some live in the countryside, while many others dwell in cities like New York, London, Tokyo, Johannesburg, or Berlin. Some of their pictures are snapshots of their day-to-day lives, while others are carefully staged. All of them explain in their own words what these scenes mean to them. The result is an array of insights into the secret chambers of their lives—one hundred everyday portraits distilled down to the details.


—Friederike Schilbach















EMMA PATERSON



London


I like showering almost as much as I like sleeping—it’s one of the few instances where the body seems to override the worries of the mind. Unsurprisingly, then, the bathroom is one of my favorite places in the house. It has so many primal gifts to offer: warmth, solitude, a space of one’s own. I get stressed if it starts to feel too cluttered, and limit myself to the basics: shampoo, conditioner, and maybe a luxury face peel that promises to turn back the years. Alongside those sit my handmade pineapple (a wedding present) and my favorite toothbrush, which you can see and judge me for here. My husband’s first nickname for me was “Pineapple” because of the way I wear my hair.
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AGNES BARLEY



New York City


This is a picture of my petite but beloved sink. The sink is for me at its most beautiful when it is uncluttered and clear. The soap in the shell and the flowers change regularly throughout the year and the change in seasons.
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IMKE JUROK



Hamburg


In my bathroom there’s a casket with lion’s feet, which I bought at a flea market in southern Italy. It was originally intended for our holiday apartment in Monopoli, Puglia, but it ended up coming back with us to Hamburg, where we live most of the time. The casket contains nothing but a few rusty hair clips, safety pins, stray buttons, and a stub of kohl, but it still reminds me of hanging washing on the roof every day, the sound of the neighbors yakking away, and drinking wine with lunch—there’s nowhere quite like Italy.
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