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I’m convinced that whoever designed my family's 
80's-era kitchen never cooked in their life. "e 
counters are laid out like a game of tetris, the stove 
and the sink are far too close to each other, and 
undersized cabinets risk an avalanche of tupperware 
upon opening. Cooking alone in the white-wood 
countertop space is occasionally frustrating, but 
manageable. But as I returned home in March, after 
months of living away at school, my family’s kitchen 
became a constant crosswalk. Cooking, when done 
alone, gives me a sense of repose scored by the sear 
of onions. But with too many people in a crowded 
kitchen, it becomes a moment of competing pans and 
unexpected stress.

As the COVID-19 pandemic has taken hold across 
the U.S., households are !nding themselves latched 
inside their homes. For some that means retreating 
into home o%ces for video calls or bedrooms to read, 
for others it means constant collisions into the lives 
of families and roommates. Nowhere else have I felt 
this bombardment of activity more strongly than in 
my family’s kitchen. 

Kitchens can be a place of hostile comfort – a delicate 
balance of the community created by food easily 
disrupted by minuscule escalations. Living with an 
omnivorous family means that usually at least two 
meals are being cooked in our cramped kitchen at 
once. It creates a condensation of annoyances: someone 
needs to use the sink while someone is right behind 

them on the stove, there’s not enough counterspace to 
set everything down, nobody wants to use the petite 
burners in the back. 

In the early 1900s, most homeowners bought their 
own cabinets and tables when moving into a new 
house. Kitchens were little more than bare bones of 
appliances plugged into the wall. Margarete Schutte-
Lihotzky’s 1926 Frankfurt Kitchen !rst integrated the 
di$erent elements into a streamlined kitchen design. 
Everything became built in— cabinets, appliances, 
and even wa&e makers during a short fad. 

Schutte-Lihotzky’s design was driven by functionality, 
and its impact on contemporary home design is clear 
with its extended countertops and shoulder height 
cabinets. But when this 1926 model was !rst designed, 
the space’s e%ciency was only targeted towards one 
person in the household – women. Kitchens weren’t 
meant to be used by the whole family, reinforcing the 
gendered nature of housework and leaving a kitchen 
design that was e%cient for one, but disastrous for 
more.

My kitchen feels stuck in an era when cooking was 
a one-woman job. It’s not equipped to handle the 
chaos of multiple meals being prepared in it at once. 
Even when I have free reign to roam around cooking 
vegan meals solo, my house’s layout means the calm of 
mincing is never fully realized. I hear the harsh alarms 
of my sister’s timed workout and the hum of someone 
watching TV. 
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My family’s home didn’t use to have an open layout. It had the formal living and dining rooms common in early 20th century design. But at some 
point, the previous owners of the house added an addition. "e edge of the kitchen’s countertop now overlooks a di$erent living space while the 
dining room stays within walls, resisting a complete open concept. 

Growing up, the kitchen counter that bordered the new living room became a transitional countertop. My dad read the newspaper with breakfast 
there in the mornings, often staining the white with the ink of whatever made the news that day. At a certain point, we allowed our cats to hop 
up there and paw along the peninsula. Now chargers jut out from the wall like snakes and any stray items inevitably pile up there.

"e multi-purpose of our counters has expanded beyond that main peninsula too. A counter on a side wall is home to my mom’s planner and 
all the mail we decide not to throw out. "e design has made it impossible for much of the counterspace to feel exclusively like a kitchen. It has 
become a mudroom, a cat treat table, and the place where we cut onions if there’s nowhere else to go. 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s prairie-style homes !rst envisioned the open 
concept, but it didn’t become widely deployed until the 1970s. 
In some ways, open concepts create a utopian vision of family 
togetherness...albeit a false vision that has always de-prioritized the 
comfort of women who were expected to manage the domestic 
sphere. "e pandemic has shattered that idea in a profound way. 

"e functional problems of the layout have been exposed. For a four-
person household like mine, with two adult-age daughters, constant 
interaction can feel like a burden when sometimes I just want time to 
myself. As my family spends more time together at home, I yearn for 
the lullaby-like routine of cooking alone.

When I was still at school in the Northeast, I often craved access to 
a fully-stocked kitchen. My school’s dining plan meant that I rarely 
cooked for myself, as much as I wanted to every time I scooped a 
serving from an oily tray of roasted carrots. 

A few days after my college announced students would have to leave 
campus due to the growing threat of COVID-19, my friend and I 
drove to a local brunch restaurant. I looked out  of the car’s windows 
to see a passing blur of the greens and browns that line Western 
Massachusetts roads in the winter. My friend asked, “What are you 
most looking forward to when you get home?”

I thought about the soups and stews I eat no matter the season – the 
layers of onion, garlic, peppers and carrots, the smells of searing chili 
paste and cumin, the sweet potatoes I add for a little indulgence, that 
silky balance between needing a spoon vs a fork, when even pure 
vegetable broth takes on a certain viscosity. 

I miss my family’s kitchen the most when I’m far from it. But 
every time I return, I’m greeted with a reminder of the discord that 
inevitably #ows through it. I wonder what percentage of my family’s 

arguments take place in the kitchen.

My mother, sister and I used to always bake entries for the state fair. 
One year I made a pizza, another time peanut butter fudge. My mom 
found the trick to doing well was to enter in obscure categories; that’s 
how she ended up with third place in fortune cookies. In the weeks 
leading up to the fair we would divide kitchen use by the hour. Our 
Kitchen Aid mixer bowl would sweat from the constant cycle of 
using, washing and drying again. 

It was stressful, but a communal stress—not to mention delicious 
with all of the leftover cupcakes and cookies. Even when multiple 
people ended up the kitchen at once, it was never combative. As my 
family’s palettes have grown divergently over the years, I wonder if 
cooking at home, with all of its sizzling stress, can ever feel truly 
communal again. 

My mom often cooks with me. She enjoys eating vegan even though 
she hasn’t made the full leap. Making the most complex recipes 
becomes a set of simple tasks with two people at the helm. "e 
kitchen, typically a place of clashes, feels peaceful again when the 
people in the small space are working in unison.

We have our go-to recipes: a butter-chicken style cauli#ower, spicy 
red lentils, a rosemary white bean soup. Every now and then, even if 
he at !rst groans at what we’re making, my dad will take a bowl, and 
enjoy it. My sister too will sometimes taste a bit.

I don’t remember the last time everyone in my family ate the same 
meal for dinner. But maybe sometime in the future, over a pot of 
lemon-garlic pasta or a tofu quiche, the kitchen won’t be a setting of 
dueling recipes. Maybe for at least a night, the tension that seems to 
haunt the space would dissolve. U
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