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Thing Theory

Bill Brown

Le sujet nait de 'objet.
—MICHEL SERRES

Is there something perverse, if not archly insistent, about complicating
things with theory? Do we recally need anything like thing theory the way
we need narrative theory or cultural theory, queer theory or discourse
theory? Why not let things alone? Let them rest somewhere else—in the
balmy elsewhere beyond theory. From there, they might offer us dry
ground above those swirﬁug accounts of the subject, some place of origin
unmediated by the sign, some stable alternative to the instabilities and
uncertainties, the ambiguities and anxieties, forever fetishized by theory.
Something warm, then, that relieves us from the chill of dogged ideation,
something concrete that relicves us from unnecessary abstraction.

The longing for just such relief is described by A. S. Byatt at the out-
sct of The Biographer’s Tule. Fed up with Lacan as with deconstructions of
the Woll-Man, a doctoral student looks up at a filthy window and epiphan-

For their work on the special issue of Critical Inguiry on which this collection is based, 1
am indebted to my cocditors and to Jay Williams (who manages to manage details with pro-
found equilibrium), Kristin Casady, Anne Stevens, and Thomas Kim. For their generous
responses to this introduction, I'd like to thank Lauren Berlant, Jessica Burstein, James
Chandler, Frances Ferguson, W. J. T. Mitchell, fanct Mueller, Joel Snyder, and Diana Young.
And for hier part in our ongoing conversation about things, I'd like to thank Miriam Hansen.



2 Bill Brown

ically thinks, I must have tungs.” He relinquishes theory to relish the
world at hand: “A real, very dirty window, shutting out the sun. A thing.™!
In the last century, this longing became an especially familiar refrain.
“Only things speak to me,” Rilke proclaimed in 1903.2 And in 1913 Fer-
nando Pessoa argued that only “lessons in unlearning” will enable us to
“sec without thinking” so that “what we see of things are the things.
“Ideas,” Francis Ponge wrote, shortly alter World War II, “give me a
queasy fecling, nausea,” whereas “objects in the external world, on the
other hand, delight me.™ If, more recently, some delight has been taken
in historicism’s “desire to make contact with the ‘real,” in the emergence
of material culture studies and the vitality of material history, 11 accounts
of everyday life and the material habitus, as in the “return of the real” in
contemporary art, this is inseparable, surely, from the very pleasure taken
in “objects of the external world,” however problematic that external
world may be—however phantasmatic the externality of that world may
be theorized to be.d These days, you can read books on the pencil, the 7ip-
per, the toilet, the banana, the chair, the potato, the bowler hat.t These

1. A.S. Byauw, The Biographers Tule (New York, 2001), p. 2.

9 Rainer Maria Rilke, letter 10 Lou Andreas-Salomé, 8 Aug. 1903, Letters of Rainer
Maria Rilke, 1892-1910, trans. Jane Bannard Greene and M. D. Herter Norton (New York,
1945), p. 122,

3. Fernando Pessoa, The Keeper of Sheep, in Fernando Pessoa and Co.: Selected Poewms, trans.
and ed. Richard Zenith (New York, 1938), p. 57.

4. Francis Ponge, “My Creative Method,” The Voice of Things, trans. and ed. Beth Archer
(New York, 1972), p. 93. In contrast, it was the confrontation with the materiality of matter—
“below all explanation”—that occasioned a very different nausea, not Ponge’s h‘ut
Roquentin’s (Jean-Paul Sartre, Naiisea, trans. Lloyd Alexander [New York, 1964]. p. 120. For
the canonical expression of the thing/theory binary in American poetry, sce Robert 1aas,
“Meditation at Lagunitas,” Praise (Hopewell, N.J., 1979), pp. 4-5. .

5. Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblaw, Practicing New Hustoricism ((ll?utngo.
2000), p. H54. For a briefaccount of the emergence of material culture studics gmstltuuonzllly
marked by the journal of Malerial Culture), see Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter, ed.
Daniel Miller (Chicago, 1998); and for the U.S. tradition, sce Learning from Things: Method and
(Washington, D.C 1095). On contem-

Theory of Muaierial Ciddiwre Studies, cd. David Kingery '
porary art, see al Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the iind of the Century (Can-
bridge, Mass., 1996). On the concept of exteriority, see esp. Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans.
Alan Bass (Chicago, 1978), p. 64, and Judith Butler, Bodies That Mattey: On the Discuorsive Lim-
ils of “Sex™ (New York, 1993), p. 30.

6. See Henry Petroski, The Pencil: A History of Designand Crcumstance (New York, 1989);
Robert Friedel, Zipper: An Exploration in Novelty (New York, 1994); Julie L. Hovan, The Porce-
lain God: A Social History of the Toilet (New York, 1997); Virginia Scott Jenkins, Bananas: An
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days, history can unabashedly begin with things and with the senses by
which we apprehend them; like a modernist poem, it begins in the street,
with the smell “of {rying oil, shag tobacco and unwashed beer glasses.™
Can't we learn [rom this materialism instead ol taking the trouble to
trouble 1t? Can't we remain content with the “real, very dirty window”™—
a “thing”

as the answer to what ails us without turning it into an ail-
ment of its own? 7

Fat chance. For even the most coarse and commonsensical things, meve
things, perpetually pose a problem because of the specific unspecificity that
things denotes. Mind you, for Ponge, objects may seem substitutable for
things, and by “siding with things” (fe parti pris des choses) he meant to take the
partolspecihied objects—doorknobs, figs, crates, blackberries, stoves, water®
But the very semantic reducibility of things to objects, coupled with the seman-
tic ineducibiity ol things to abjects, would seem to mark one way of recognizing
how, although objects typically arrest a poet’s attention, and although the ob-
Ject was asked o Jom philosophy’s dunce, things may still lurk in the shadows
of the balltoom and continue to lurk there after the subject and object have
done their thing, long alter the party is over. When it comes o Ponge, in fact,
the matter isi't so simple as it seems. Michael Riffaterre has argued that the
poems, growing solely out ofa “word-kernel” (mot-noyaw), dety referentiality;?
Jacques Derrida has argued that, throughout the poet’s eflort “to make the
thing sign,” the “thing is not an object [and] cannot become one.” ! Taking the
side of things hardly put a stop to that thing called theory.
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American History (Washington, D.C., 2000); Galen Cranz, The Chair: Rethinking Cultwre, Body,
and Design (New York, 2000); Larry Zuckerman. The Potato: How the Hwmble Spud Rescued the
Western World (San Francisco, 1999); and Fred Miller Robinson, The Man in the Bowler Hat: His
History and leonography (Chapel Hill, NLC., 1993). For a recent and important contribution to
what one might call object studies, see Things Thai Tulk: Object Lessons from Ari and Science, ed.
Lorraine Daston (New York, 2004).

7. Simon Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the
Golden Age (New York, 1987), p. 15.

8. His “delight” in these objects was prompted not by any familiarity but by the sud-
denly recognized peculiarity of the everyday, the fact that water “lies Hat onits stomach™ in a
“hysterical urge to submit to gravity,” for instance, sacrificing “all sense of decency to thisideée
Jixe, this pathological scruple” (“ce scrupule maladit™) (Ponge, O Water,” trans. €. K.
Williauns, Selected Poems, wans. Williams, Johu Montague, and Margaret Guiton, ed. Guiton
[Winston-Salent, N.C., 1994], pp. 57, 58; Le Parti pris des choses is the title of the volume of po-
etry in which "Of Water” first appeared).

9. Michael Riffaterre, “Ponge tautologique, ou le fonctionnement du texte,” Ponge in-
ventenr of clussigue, ed. Philippe Bounefis and Picrre Oster (Pavis, 1977), p. 66. See also Ril-
faterre, “The Primacy of Words: Francis Ponge’s Reification,” Figuring Things: Char, Ponge, and
Loetyy in the Twentieth Century, ed. Charles D. Minahen (Lexington, Ky, 1994), pp. 27-38.

10, Derrida, Signéponge/Signsponge, trans. Richard Rand (New York, 1984). pp. 126, 14.
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“Things are what we encounter, ideas are what we project.” That's how
Leo Stein schematically putit.t! Although the experience of an encounter
depends, of course, on the projection of an idea (the idea of encounter),
Stein’s scheme helps to explain the suddenness with which things seem to
assert their presence and power: you cut your inger on a sheet ol paper,
you trip over somie Loy, you get bopped on the head by a falling nut. These
are occasions outside the scenc of phenomenological attention that none-
theless teach you that you're “caught up in things” and that the “body is
a thing among things”1? They are occasions of contingency—the chance
interruption—that disclose a physicality of things. In Byatt’s novel, the in-
terruption of the habit of looking through windows as transparencics
enables the protagonist to look at a window itsclf in its opacity. As they
circulate through our lives, we look through objects (to see what they dis-
close about history, society, nature, or culture above all, what they dis-
close about us), but we only catch a glimpse of things.!® We look through
objects because there arc codes by which our interpretive attention makes
them meaningful, because there is a discourse ol objectivity that allows us
to use them as facts. A thing, in contrast, can hardly function as a window.
We begin to confront the thingness of objects when they stop working for
us: when the drill breaks, when the car stalls, when the windows get hlthy,
when their How within the circuits of production and distribution, con-
sumption and exhibition, has been arrested, however momentarily. Tl\w.
story of objects asserting themselves as things, then, 1s the story o.f a
changed relation to the human subject and thus the story ol lm\«i the thing
really names less an object than a particular subject-object relzmon.' ‘

And, yet, the word things holds within it a more audacious uml)lgm.ry.
It denotes a massive gencrality as well as particularities, even your partic-
ularly prized possessions: ““Things” were ol course the sum of tl.lc world,
only, for Mrs. Gereth, the sum of the world was rare French furniture zm.d
oriental china."1* The word designates the concrete yet ambiguous within
the everyday: “Put it by that grcirn thing in the hall.” It {functions to over-

11. Lea Stein, The A-B-C of Aesthetics (New York, 1927), p. 44.

19. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Lye and Mind.” trans. Carleton Dallery, The Pronacy of Per-
ception and Other Essays on Phenomenological Psychology, the Philosophy of Art, History and Dolitics,
trans. James M. Edie et al., ed. Edie (Evanston, 1L, 1964), p. 1635, ‘

13. The window scene in Byat’s novel should be read in relation to Nabokov's point
about how things become multiply transparent and read in the context of a (li;llic(:li‘t: of /f)()k—
ing through and looking at: “When we concentrate on a material object, w]'m[(‘\'(‘r its snuag(myz
the very act of atention may lead to our involuntarily sinking into the history of that ()lq;gcl
(Viadimir Nabokov, Tiansparent Things [New York, 1972], p. 1). We don't }l[)])l'c].ICH(l lh{ngs
except partially or obliquely (as what's beyond our apprehension). In fact, by looking af things
we render them objects. o

14. Henry James, The Spails of Poynlon (1896; New York, 1087), p. 49. In his preface for
the New York edition of the novel (reprinted in this Penguin edition, pp. 23-33), James plays
with a full range of the words denotations (for example: “The thing is 1o lodge somewhere,
at the heart of one’s complexity an irvepressible appreciaiion™ {p. 317).
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come the Joss of other words or as a place holder for some futuve speaty-
ing operation: "L need that thing you use to get at things between vour
teeth.” It designates an amorphous characteristic or a frankly irresolvable
cnigmae “There’s a thing about that poem that Ull never get.” For Byatt's
protagonist, the quest for things may be a quest lor a kind of certainty, but
things is a word that tends, especially at its most banal, to index a certain
limit or lnminality, to hover over the threshold between the nameable and
unnameable, the figurable and unhgurable, the identifiable and uniden-
tifiable: Dr Seuss’s Thing One and 'Thing Tvo b

On the one hand, then, the thing baldly encountered. On the other,
some thing not quite apprehended. Could you clarify this matter ot things by
starting again and truagining theny, first, as the amorphousness out ol which
objects are materialized by the (ap)perceiving subject, the anterior physical-
ity of the physical world emerging, perhaps, as an aftereflect of the mutual
constitution of subject and object, a retroprojection? You could imagine
things, second, as what is excessive in objects, as what exceeds their mere ma-
terialization as objects or their mere utilization as objects—their force as a
sensuous presence or as a metaphysical presence, the magic by which objects
become values, fetishes, idols, and totems. Temporalized as the befove and al-
ter of the object, thingness amounts to a latency (the not yet tormed or thie not
yet tormable) and to an excess (what remains physically or metaphysically ir-
reducible to objects). But this temporality obscures the all-at-onceness, the si-
multaneity, of the object/thing diadectic and the fact that, all av once, the thing
seems Lo name the object, just as it is, even as it names some thing else.

If thing theory sounds like an oxymoron, then, it may not be because
things reside in some balmy elsewhere beyond theory but because they lic
both at hand and somewhere outside the theoretical lield, beyond a cer-
tain limit, as a recognizable yet illegible remainder or as the entifiable that
is unspecitiable. Things lie beyond the grid of intelligibility the way mere
things lie outside the grid of museal exhibition, outside the order of ob-
Jeets. 1 this 1s why things appcar in the name of relict from ideas (what's
encounterved as opposed to what’s thought), it is also why the Thing he-

15, By hastily tracking some of the ways we use things to borh mark and manage uncer-
tainty, Tam specifically not deploying an etymological inquiry to delimit and vivify the meaning
ol things. But sce, most famously, Marcel Mauss, who finds in the “best” ctymology of res a
weans of claiming that res “need not have been the crude, merely tangible thing, the simple,
passive object of transaction that it has become™ (Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason
Jor Exchange in Aichaic Societies, trans. W. D. Halls [1950; New York, 19901, p. 50): and Martin
Heidegger, who finds in the Old German dine the denotation ol a gathering of people that cu-
ables him to concentrate on how “thinging” gathers; see Martin Heidegger. “The Thing.” tn Fo-
ey, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York, 1971), pp. 174-82. I should add
that Heidegger believes that it is the English word thing that has preserved the “semantic power”
of the original Roman word ses, which is to say its capacity to designate a case, an affair, an event
(p- 175). Inturn, Michel Serres complains that such etymology—wherein objects exist “only ac-
cording to assembly debates”—shows how “language wishes the whole world to devive from lan-
guage” (Michel Serves, Statues: Le Second Livie des fondations [Paxis, 1987], p. 111).
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comes the most compelling name for that enigma that can only be en-
circled and which the object (by its presence) necessarily negates.!o In
Lacan, the Thing is and itisn't. It exists, but in no phenomenal form,
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The real, of course, is no more phenomenal in physics than it s in psy-
choanalysis—or, as in psychoanalysis, it is phenomenal only in its cliects.
Somewhere beyond or beneath the phenomena we see and touch there
lurks some other life and law of things, the swarm of electrons. Noncthe-
less, even objects squarely within the field of phenomenality are often less
clear (that is, less opaque) the closer you look, As Georg Simmel said of tel-
escopic and microscopic technology, “coming closer to things often only
shows us how far away they still are from us.”17 Sidney Nagel brings the lorm
of the drop into optical consciousness (pp. 23-39) and thus demonstrates
(like Ponge) how the most familiar forms, once we look, seem unpredictable
and inexplicable, to poets and physicists both, If, as Daniel Tilfany argues
(pp. 72-98), humanistic criticism should assert its explanatory power
when it comes to the problem of matter, this is because the problem can't be
sequestered from the tropes that make matter make sense. '

Only by turning away from the problem of matter, and away from the
object/thing dialectic, have historians, sociologists, and anthropologists
been able to turn their attention to things (to the “social lile of things” or the
“sex of things” or the “evolution of things™). As Arjun Appadurai has putit,
such work depends on a certam “mcthodological [etishisim™ that refuses to
begin with a formal “truth” that cannot, despite its truth, “illuminate the
concrete, historical circulation of things.” In The Social Life of Things, he ar-
gues that “even though from a theoretical point of view human actors encode
things with significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things-
in-motion that illuminate their human and social context.”! Such method-
ological fetishism—what Appadurai calls the cffort to “follow the things

16. See Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 1959-1960, volume 7 of The Seminar of
Jacques Lacan, wans. Dennis Porter, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York, 1992), p. 139. The
Thing can only be “represented by emptiness, precisely because it cannot be represented by
anything else” (p. 129). For a useful commentary, see Slavoj 7izek, “Much Ado about a Thing,"
For They Know Not What They Do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor (London, 1991), pp. 229-78.
Doctrinaire Lacanians may tell you that the Thing names only one thing in Lacan, but in fact
it has dilferent meanings and diffcrent valences in different texts and within single texts.

17. Georg Simamel, The Philosophy of Money, trans. "Tom Bottomore, David Frisby, and
Kaethe Mengcelberg, 2d ed. (1907; New York, 1990), p. 475.

18. For a further elaboration of this point, see Daniel Tillany, Toy Medium: Materialism
and Modern Lyric (Berkeley, 2000) and Material Events: Paul de Man and the Afterlife of Theory,

ed. Tom Cohen et al. (Minneapolis, 2001).

19. Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commoditics and the Politics of Value," in The So-

cial Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ecl. Appadurai (Cambridge, 1986), p. b
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themselves™ —disavows, no less, the tropological work, the psychological
work, and the phenomenological work entailed in the human production of
materiality as such. 1t does so, however, in the name of cvowing the force off
questions that have been too readily foreclosed by more familiar fetishiza-
tions: the tetishization of the subject, the image, the word. These are ques-
tions that ask less about the matertal effects of ideas and ideology than about
the ideological and ideational elfects of the materiad world and transtorma-
tions of it. They are questions that ask not whether things are but what work
they perform—questions, m fact, not about things themselves but about the
stbject-object relation in particular temporal and spatial contexts. These
may be the first questions, if only the first, that precipitate @ new material-
s that tukes objects lor granted only in order to grant them their po-
tency—to show how they organize our private and public affection.
Mecthodological fetishism, then, 15 not an error so much as it is a con-
dition for thought, new thoughts about how inanimate objects constitute
human subjects, how they move them, how they threaten them, how they
facilitate or threaten their relation to other subjects. What are the condi-
tions, Jonathan Lamb asks (pp. 193-2206), for sympathizing with animals
and artifacts, and how does such sympathy threaten Lockes “thinking
thing,” the self? Why, Michael Taussig asks as he reads Sylvia Plach’s last po-
e, does death have the capacity both to turn pe()plc into things and to
bring inammnate objects to life (pp. 381-92)7 How is it, Rey Chow d%l\\ that
anindividual’s collecting passion threatens the state (pp. 362-80)? (And why,
wemightask, did the emouonal response to the loss of built space, after 9/1 1,
come to exceed the vesponse to the Joss ol human lives, the towers having be-
come something like the lost object as such?) These are questions that hardly
abandon the subject, even when they do not begin there. When it comes to
the Subject as such—that Cartesian subject which becomes the abstract sub-

Ject of democracy and psychoanalysis—Matthew Joues points to its ener-

gence within the spiritual exercise of concrete work, work with rulers and
compasses.?! He shows how “a simple mathematical instrument [the pro-

pnrtion;xl compass] became the model and exemplar of Descartes’s new sub-
AL 10

RYZIIALITY EUTITEN 1K L coell el O 3 tlin
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What habits have prevented readers of Descartes from recognizing
this material complication? What habits have prevented us—prevented
you—from thinking about objects, let alone things? Or, more precisely,
perhaps: what habits have prevented you from sharing your thoughts? In

). The most influential books to introduce such questions have undoubtedly been
(..nmn Bachelavd, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (Boston, 1969}, and Susan Stewart,
On Longing: Narvatrves of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souveniy the Collection (Baltimore,
1984). Tor the most thorough recent representation of how objects organize human life, sce
the costarring role of the volleyball, Wilson, in Castaway, dir. Robert Zemeckis, prod. Dream-
Works/Image Movers/Playtone, 2000.
21. On the Cartesian subject within democracy and psychoanalysis, see Joan Copjec,
Read My Desive: Lacan against the Historieists (Cambridge, Mass., 1994), pp. 141-62.
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one of his neglected, slightly mad inanifestos, Jean Baudrillard sancly de-
clares that “we have always lived off the splendor of the subject and the
poverty of the object.” “It is the subject,” he goes on to write, “that makes
history, it’s the subject that rotalizes the world,” whereas the object “is
shamned, obscene, passive” The object has been intelligible only as the
“alienated, accursed part of the subject”—rthe “individual subject or col-
lective subject, the subject of consciousness or the unconscious.” “The fate
of the object,” to Baudrillard’s knowledge, “has been claimed by no one."®
And yet the very grandiosity of Baudrillard’s claim about the object (and
the “potency of the object”) threatens the subject no more than it threat-
ens (by absorbing) both objects and things.?

I8y

In a response both to perceptual phenomenology and to the ontologi-
cal quest for being, Cornelius Castoriadis pronounced the need to abandon
our image of representation as “a projection screen which, unfortunately,
separates the ‘subject’ and the ‘thing.”% Representation does not provide
“impoverished ‘images’ of things”; rather, “certain segments” of represen-
tation “take on the weight of an ‘index of reality” and become ‘stabilized’, as
well as they might, without this stabilization ever being assured once and
for all, as ‘perceptions of things™ (/, pp. 331, 332). The argument shares the
more recent emphasis on understanding materiality as o matceriality-
effect,” but it most pointedly seeks to recast thingness and its apprehension
within, and as, the domain of the social: the ““thing’ and the ‘individual’, the
individual as ‘thing” and as the one for whom there are indubitably ‘things’
are fall], to begin with ... dimensions of the institution ol society” (I,

22, Jean Baudrillard, Fatal Strategies, trans. Philip Beitchiman and W. G. J. Niesluchowski,
ed. Jim Fleming (New York, 1990), p. 111. For a more sober account of this history, sec Scryes,
Stalues, pp 208-12. For Baudridlard’s own account of his manifesto in the context of his czn‘licr
ghis about objects (under thespedl w it weie, of Mauss and Baiaille), sce Baudiilfard, “From
the Sysrvm to the Destiny of Objects,” The Ecstasy of Communication, trans. Bernard and Caroline
Schutze, ed. Sylvére Lotringer (New York, 1988). pp. 77-95 and “Revenge of the Crystal: An In-
terview by Guy Bellavance,” Revenge of the Crystal: Selected Writings on the Modern Object and its Des-
tiny, 1968-1983, trans. and ed. Paul Foss and Julian Pefanis (London, 1990), pp. 15-34.

23. I've made this point at greater length in Bill Brown, *T'he Secret Life of Things: Vir-
ginia Wooll and the Matter of Modernism,” Modernism / Modernity 6 (Apr. 1999): 1-28,

24. Cornelius Castoriadis, The fmaginary Institution of Sociely, trans. Kathleen Blamey (1975;
Cambridge, Mass., 1987), p. 329; herealter abbreviated . Castoriadis is a theorist of plentitude
and thus complains abont desire being defined by the Tack of a desired object, when in fact the
object must be present to the psyche as desirable, which means that the psyche has in fact already
fashioned it; see 1, pp. 288-90. Still, there is what you might call a dialectic of insulliciency that
proves more troubling: crudely put, deconstruction teaches that the word is never as good as the
relerent, but pychoanalysis teaches that the actual object is never as good as the sign.

25. Thus, lor instance, Judith Butler writes, in a footnote emphasizing the “temporal-
ity of matrer,” and thinking through Marx’s first thesis on Feuerbach, “il materialism were to
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p. 332). By means of a particular “socialization of the psyche,” then, “each
society” imposes itself on the subject’s senses, on the “corporeal inagination”
by which materiality as such is apprehended (1, p. 834).

Though he is willing to grant (grudgingly) that there 1s some “trans-
cultural pole ol the institution of the lhmgs, one that “leans on the natu-
ral stratum,” Castoriadis maintains, quite vightly, that this “still says nothing
about what a thing is and what things are [or a given society” (£, p. 334). The
“perception of things” for an individual from one society, tor instance, will
be the pereeption of things “inhabited” and “animated”; for an individual
from another society things will instead be “inert struments, objects of
possesston” (1, pp. 334-35). "This discrepancy between percepts (and thus
not just the meaning but the very being of objects) has been a central topic
ol unthropology at least since the work of Marcel Mauss: however materi-
ally stable objects may seem, they wre, let us say, different things in different
scenes 0 But when you ask “what things are for a given society” (noticing,
by the way, how societies have taken the place of things as the given), surely
the inquiry should include attention o those artistic and philosophical
texts that would become sources, then, for discovering not epistemological
or phenomenological truth, but the truth about what force things or the
question of things might have in each society. Indeed, such attention would
help to preclude the homogenization of cach society m its insular eachness.
For, on the one hand, differences belween societies can be overdvawn; as
Peter Stallybrass and Ann Rosalind Jones make clear (pp. 174-92), the
Western Renatssance may have witnessed “fetishism” elsewhere, but it was
saturated by afetishism of its own. Ou the other, differences within each so-
ciety can be overlooked: to call a woman in Soweto « “slave of things™ is to
charge her with being “*a white black woman."™#7

The question is less about “what things are for a given society” than
about what claims on your attention and on your action are made on be-
hall’ of things. 1f socicty seems to impose itselt on the “corporeal imagi-

nation,” when and how does that imagination struggle against th(

ugg
imposition, and what role do things, physically or conceptua
struggle? How does the eftort to rethink things becomc an effort to rein-

stitute society? To declare that the character of things as things has been

ly, nLn in the
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take account of praxis as that which constitutes the very matter of objects, and praxis is un-
derstood as socially transformative activity, then such activity is understood as constitutive of
wateriality usell™ (Butler, Bodies That Matter; p. 250 n. 5).

26. Thus Nicholas Thomas writes: “As socially and culturally salient entities, objects
change in defiance of their material stability. The category to which a thing belongs, the emo-
tion and judgment it prompts, and narrative it recalls, ave all historically refigured” (Nicholas
Thomas, Entungled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pucific [Gam-
bridge, Mass., 1991], p. 125). See also, for instance, The Social Life of Things, and Border
Fetishisms: Material Objects in Unstable Places, ed. Patricia Spyer (New York, 1998).

27. Njabulo 8. Ndebele, “'Fhe Music of the Violin,” ©
burg, 1983). p. 146,

Tools” and Other Stories (Johannes-
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Thing Theory 1

would wnily “thought with the object” through some “direct contact with
the object)” Salvador Dali “dreamied]ofa mysterious IMAnusCript writen

ink and completely covering the strange, {irm surfaces ofa brand-
Royee! Although words and things have long been considercd
r details (pp- 135—19), Dali had faith that
they could be fused and that ‘everyonc” would “be able to read trom

things.™ When André Breton first dreamed up surrealism, he did so by
trying to make g()()(l on a dream. He dreamed ol finding a book at a flea
market, a book with a wooden statue of an Assyrian gnome as Its spine, and
made ol black wool. "1 hastened w acquire i he writes, “and
e Sl he hoped “to put

inwhite
new Rotl-l
deadly rivals, as Peter Schwenge

with pages
when Ewokeup 1'(:grctlcd pot {inding it near m
A tew objects like this in circulation.™
By ransforming the bricolage ot the dreamwork into the practice of
everyday lite, the surrealists I‘c’gistcrcd their refusal to occupy the wortd as
4 was, Walter Benjamin claimed they were “less on the wrail ol the psyche
than on the track of things,” acting Jess as psychmnmlysts than as anthro-
pulugists. 1n “Dream Kitsch? he fuses the surrcalist invigoration of cul-
aral debris with the movement’s owi invigoration {rom “tribal artifacts.”
tie describes them sceking “the totemic tree of objects within the thicket
of primal history. The very last, the topmost face on the totem pole.1s that
of kitsch!” Though this magce visualizes the animaton pl‘()jected onto or
into the soutlived world ol things,” the essay concludes by describing the
process 11 TeVerse, describing how “in kitsch, the world of things advances
on the human being” and “ulumately {ashions its higures in his interior”™!
Subjects nay constitute objects, but within Bcnjmnin's materialisi things

hready instatled themselves i the human psyche.

hive o
art and pzn*ccl of society’s in-

“Formal truths” about how things are p
stitution hardly help to explain the ways that things have been recast in the
eftort to achieve some confrontaton with, and gransformation of, soCIety.
Because Benjanin devoted himself to such explanations he assumnes par-
dicular authority in the following pages. Among the other writers invoked
in this coliection, Bruno Latour exerts no fess influence, and 1 his own
contribution to the voluue lie interrupts the trajectory ol Hleidegger’s La-
“The Object as Revealed in Surrealist Experiment” (1931, in Theo-

31, Sulvador Dali,
rschiel B, Chipp (Berkeley, 1968), p- 424

vies of Modern Arls ed. tle

42, 1bid.

4%, André Bretow, it
ing it 192, the year olhis originating surrealist manilesto), n
jeat” {1935}, Manifestoes of Swrrealism, Lrans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Avbor,
Alich,, 1972y, p. 077,

w1, Walter Benjamin, “Dream Kitsch” (1927), trans. Howard Eiland, Selected Wrttings.
al, ed. Michacl jcnuings, Filand, and Gary Smith, 4 vols. to date
{Canbridge, Mass,, 1009-2003), 9.4 In “Several Points on Folk Art " e writes that Mart teaches
us o see o things. Folk art and kirsch allow usto Jook out through (hings” Bus this act of took-
iy though things depends on the hunan apphication of them as thougl they were d nuask used
1o the sensorinn (Benjamin, “Einiges zur Volkskunst, Gesantmelte Schriften, ed. Rolt Tiedemann

Liee tion au diseonrs sw le peude réalité (1927), which he quotes (dat-
sgurrealist Situation ol the Ob-

(rans. Rodney Livingston ¢t
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mous cssay on “The Thing” w ask if itisn't the othering of people that the
thingness of things discloses (pp. 151-73). In the past, he has forcefully

and repeatedly insisted that “things do not exist without being full of

people” and that considering humans necessarily involves the considera-

tion of things. The subject/object dialectic iself (with which he simply has

no truck) has obscured patterns of circulation, transference, translation,
and displacement.® Latour has argued that modernity artificially made an
ontological distinction between inanimate objects and human subjects,
whereas n fact the world is [ull of “guasi-objects” and “(lezlsi-SlJlgjécls,”
terms he borrows from Michel Serres. s Whercas the eighteenth-century

automata described by Jessica Riskin were meant to test the boundaries be-
tween synthetic and natural life, between mechanisin and vitality, between
people and things (pp. 99-133), modernism’s resistance to modernity lay
not least in its cffort to deny such distinctions. Yet modernism’s own “dis-
course of things,” as John Frow calls it (pp- 346-61), 1s Lar from consistent
in what it reveals as the source of the thing’s animation.

I modernism, when struggling (o integrate the animate and the inan-
imate, humans and things, always knew that we have never been modern,
this hardly means that you should accept such knowledge as a fait accom-
pli. Indeed, Theodor Adorno, arguing against epistemology’s and phe-
nomenology’s subordination of the object and the somatic moment to
fact of consciousness, understood the alterity of things as an essentially
ethical fact. Most simply put, his point is that accepting the otherness of
things 1s the condition for accepting otherness as such.¥7

£

When, shortly after the millennium turned, 1 told an art historian
that I was working on things and editing the spccial issue of Critical In-
quiry on which this book is based, she responded by saying: “Ah, well: it’s

and Herman Schweppenhiuser, 7 in 14 vols. [Frankfurt am Main, 1972-89], 6:187; trans. Dar-
ren Hett. See also Benjamin, “Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the Ewrepean Intclligentsia)”
trans. Edmund Jephcott, Selected Watings, 2:207-21). In all these essays, Benjamin is developing
an image of “innervation,” a term he uses to describe the mimetic internalization of the physical
world—cventually the internalization of technological apparatuses. See Miriam Bratu Hansen,
“Benjamin and Cinema: Not a One-Way Street,” Critical Inguiry 25 (Winter 1999): 306-43.

55, Bruno Latour, “The Berlin Key or How to Do Words with Things,” trans. Lydia Davis,
in Maltey, Mateviality, and Modern Culture, ed. M. Graves-Brown (London, 2000), pp. 10, 20.

36. Sce Latour, We IHave Never Been Modrern, trans. Gathevine Porter (Cambridge, Mass.,
1993), pp. 10-=11. For a history outside the realn ol sociology, sce Miguel Tamen, Friends of
Interpretable Objects (Cambridge, Mass., 2000), and Tillany, Toy Mediun.

37. See Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York, 1997),
pp- 189-94; see also p. 16, Unlikely as it seems, it would be possible to relate this claint to the
way that, for Lacan, the Thing proves 1o be the center around which the drive achieves its
ethical force.
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(he topicof the 1990s the way it was of the 1920s, isn'Uit? ™ This fist felt
like an unwitting accusation of belatedness (in the year 2000), and tt did
so because the academic psyche has internalized the fashion system (a
system meant to accelerate the obsolescence ol things). Sull, if Benjamin
was able to outstep the avant-garde in the 1920s by conceptualizing the
“revolutionary encrgies” of surrealism’s materialist bricolage,™ this was
in part because ol the sociological ground cleaved by Simmel’s earlier
account of the gap between the “culture of things™ and modernity’s hu-
man subject, and because of his insistence that the subject’s desire, and
not productive labor, is the source ol an object’s value. 1" Benjamin rec-
ognized that the gap between the function ol objects and the desives
congealed there became clear only when those objects became out-
moded. Things seems like i topic of the nineties as it was ol the twenties
because the outmoded insights of the twenties (insights of Benjamin, of
Bataille, of O’ Keele, among others) were reinvigorated. 't Aimong those
insights, we learn that history is exactly the currency that things trade
in and that obsolescence as an accusation, whenever it represses 1ts own
history, is utterly passé. Things seems like a topic of the 1990s no less
because, as the twentieth century drew to a close, it became clear that
certain objects—Duchamp’s Fowntain, Man Ray’s Qbject to Be Destroyed,
Joseph Beuys's Fal Chair—kept achieving new novelty, and that modes
of artistic production that foreground object culture more than image
culture (mixed media collage, the readymade. the objet trouvé) would
persevere.i?

But what decade of the century didn't have its own thing about things?
Given Heidegger's lecture “The Thing” in 1950 and Lacan’s location of the
Thing al and as the absent center of the real in 1959; given Frank O'Hara's
declaration that “the eagerness of objects to / be what we are afraid to do/

48, Although things may seen o have achieved a new prominence. Iwant o point ot
it Modern Starts: People, Places, Things, ed. John Elderfield et al. (exhibition catalog, Mu-
seun of Modern Art, New York, 7 Oct. 1999-14 Mar. 2000) syimptomatically diminished
things in relition 1o place and to people. In the exhibition catalogue, things receive ouly 58
(o 360) pages of attention.

39, Benjamin, “Surrealism,” 2:210.

40, Simunel, “The Future of Qur Culture” (1909), Simael on Cudture, trans. Marck Ritter
and Dravid Frisby, ed. Frisby and Mike Featherstone (Loudon, 1997), p. 101 By complicating
the ideas he formulated in the 18390s. Simmel's best students— Lukdes, Bloch, Benjamin, and

Kracauer—achieved insights about the “culture of things” that continue to inspire some of

today’s most ambitious cultural analysis.

41. Sce, for instance, Michael Faussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the
Semses (New York, 1993), pp. 282-53; Yve-Alain Bois and Krauss, Formless: A Users Guude
(Cambridge. Mass., 1997): and Wanda M. Corn, The Greal American Thing: Modern Ut and Na-
tomal Identity, 1915-1935 (Berkeley, 1999). }

42, See, for instance, Benjamin H. D. Buchloh’s account of Arman’s work of the 1950s
in relation to the paradigm of the readymade, Neo—Advant-garde and Culture Industry: Essays on
Ewropean and Amevican Art from 1955 1o 1975 (Cambridge, Mass., 2000), pp. 269-79.

S
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cannot help but move us™ in 1951, Rauschenberg’s aggressive interrup-
tion of abstract expressionism with the combine, and the chosisme of the
decadc’s nowvean roman, the postwar cra looks like an era both over-
whelmed by the proliferation of things and singularly attentive to them.
Only belatedly, in the 1980s, did Baudrillard declare that just as m()(l(.‘.r—
nity was the historical scene ol the subject’s emergence, so postm()(lcrmty
is the scene of the object’s preponderance. If a genealogy of things has yet
to be written, there’s still a patent conceptual geology where simple ele-
ments appear in multiple layers—the scandal of the surrealist veneration
of detritus reasserted in Claes Oldenburg’s claim that a “refuse lot in the
city is worth all the art stores in the world” and the scandal of thg ready-
made resurfacing as the very different scandal of pop art, in work like Old-
enberg’s best-known oversized and understufled ceveryday objects: the
mixer, the cheeseburger, the light bulb, the telephone, the wall switch, the
ice-cream cone.#

Since his exhibition at the Green Gallery in New York, 1962, through
which he transformed himself from a dramaturg of happenings to the
most noteworthy pop sculptor (as the stage sets for the happenings were
disassembled into distinct works), Oldenberg has re-created, with relent-
less consistency, the iconic objects of everyday life. Donald Judd (i;l“.C(l
Oldenburg’s objects “grossly anthropomorphized.™ In(lccd,. they are in-
variably and teasingly mammary, ocular, phallic, facial, v;lglllfll., scrotal.,
But the very “blatancy,” as Judd went on to argue, scems to l.'l(ll(,‘lllc an-
thropomorphism as such.* In the same way, the grossly mimetic character
of the work draws attention to the discrepancy between objectivity and ma-
teriality, perception and sensation, objective presence (a fan, a Fudgsidc,
a sink) and material presence (the canvas, the plaster ol paris, the vinyl), as
though to theatricalize the point that all objects (not things) ave, first off,
iconic signs. (A sink looks like a sink.) ‘ .

Despite the enormousness and enormity of objective cultm'g in Olden-
burg’s world, it has somehow lost its potency. In the presence 'O[ 1115 monu-
mentally flaccid objects, it is difficult not to sufler some \_'agl‘le f‘ee]lmg of loss,
as though they were haif-defiated balloons, lingering in the baliroom two

4%, Frank O’ Hara, “Interior (With Jane),” The Collected Poems of Frank O'Hara, ed. Don-
ald Allen (New York, 1971), 1. 1-3, p. 55. For the material context of such attcn'[ion in post-
war France—that is, the sudden proliferation of American objects—see Kristin Ross, fust
Gars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of French Culture (Cambridge, Mass., 1996).
Georges Perec’s Les Choses: Une Histoire des années soixante (Paris, 196.5) muyAha\'c restored a
Balzacian mise-en-scene to the novel, but décor became the scene of depletion, an arrange-
ment of empty signs, which is why the arrangement was such an inspiration for Baudrillard's
System of Objects, trans. James Benedict (1968; New York, 1996). )

" 44. Quoted by Barbara Rose, Claes Oldenbing (New York, 1970), p. 46. ) ’

45. Donald Judd, “Specilic Objects™ (1965), Complete Writings, 19591975 (New York,
1975), p. 189.

46. 1bid.
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days after the party, hovering at eye level, now, and rather worn out. Finally
allowed to relax, to just be themselves, objects sink into themselves, weary of
formy; they consider sinking into ancamorphous heap, submitting to the idée
Jixe of gravity. Oldenburg’s work may be melodramatic and sentunental, as
Michael Iried declared in 1962, but 1t s also about melodrama and senti-
ment, meant to pose some question about, by physically manifesting, the af-
fective investiient Americans have i the hamburger, the ice-cream cone,
chocolate cake 7 Why have we turned the cheeseburger uato a totemic food,
averitable member of the family, a symbol of the national clan? Though art
may seem to be, most lundamentally, “a projection of our mental images
upon the world of things,” this is art that instead shows how weary that world
has become of all our projections.® If these objects are tived, they are tired
of our perpetual reconstitution ol them as objects of our desire and of our
alfection. They are tived of our longing. They are tired of us.

Buta recent work of Oldenburg’s, Typewriter Evaser; gleams in the new
sculpture garden outside the National Gallery i Washington D.C. Unlike
his myriad soft objects, the eraser is pert, it s rigid, it is full of life and
stands at attenton, if slightly askew, its chirome as bright as the typical type-
writer eraser was always dirty and dull. The pleasure of looking at the
people looking at the Typewriter Eraser; amused by its monumentality, is in-
separable from the pleasure ot listening to the child who, befuddled by an
anachronistic object she never knew, pleads: “What is that thing supposed
to ber” What is this disk with the brush sticking out of it? What was a type-
writer? How did that form ever function? The plea expresses the power of
this particular work to dramatize a generational divide and to stage (to
melodramatize, even) the question of obsolescence. While the “timeless”
objects in the Oldenburg canon (fans and sinks) have gone limyp, this aban-
doned object attains a new stature precisely because it has no life outside
the boundzu*y of art—no lite, that is, within our everyday lives. Released
from the bond o' being equipment, sustained outside the irreversibility of
techuological history, the object becomes something else.

I, to the student of Oldenburg, the eraser ironically comments on the
artist’s own obsession with typewriters, it more sunply transforms a dead
connmodity into a living work and thus shows how inanimate objects or-
ganize the temporality of the animate world. WL J. I Mitchell makes it clear

47, See Michael Fried, “New York Letten” in Pop Ari: A Critical History, ed. Steven Henry
Madoff' (Berkeley, 1997), p. 216; Oldenburg’s aggressive consciousness ol his sentimentality
is suggested by the “nougat” in the lollowing statement from his manifesto: “T am for the art
ofrustand mold. Tam for the art of hearts, funeral hearts or sweetheart hearts, full of nougac.
Lam for the art of worn meathooks, and singing barrels of red, white, blue and yellow meat”
{Claes Oldenburg, “Statement” [1961], in Pop oAt p. 215).

48, Rudolt Arnheim, “Art among the Objects,” Critical Inguiry 13 (Summer 1987): 679.

49, Heidegger taxonomizes things into mere things (such as pebbles), equipment, and
work (such as art). Much of pop art, of course, works to elide such distinctions. See Heideg-
ger, “The Origin of the Work of Arvt)” Poetry, Language, Thought, pp. 15-88.
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(pp. 227-44) that the discovery of a new kind of object in the eighteenth
century, the fossil, enabled romanticism to recognize and to refigure its re-
lation to the mortal imits of the natural world. In the case of the Oldenburg
craser, the present, which is the future that turned this object into a thing
of the past, is the discourse network 2000, where the typewriter eraser has
disappeared, not just into the self-correcting Selectric, but into the delete
function. How, Oldenburg’s object seems to ask, will the future of your pres-
ent ever understand yowr rhetoric of inscription, erasure, and the trace?™

As a souvenit from the muscum of twentieth-century history, the Type-
writer Eraser reminds us that if the wpic of things attained a new urgency in
the closing decades of that century, this may have been a response to the dig-
itization of our world—just as, perhaps, the urgency in the 1920s was a re-
sponse Lo film. But in the twenties the cinema provided a projection screen
that didn't separate people and things but brought them closer, granting
props the status of individuals, enabling neglected objects to assume their
rightlul value.”! As Lesley Stern puts it (pp. 393-130), things can gral our
attention on film; and they do so because they have become not just objects
but actions. Even at rest, in the photographs of Wright Morris that Alan

Trachtenberg studies (pp. 431-56), objects, caught however slightly off

guard, begin to achicve the status of things. New media—perspectival paint-
ing, printing, telegraphy—cach in its way newly mediates the relation be-
tween people and objects, each precipitates distance and proxumity.

You could say that today’s children were born too late to understand
this memorial to another mode of writing, or you could say that Oldenberg
(cleverly) re-created the object too late for it to be generally understood. Tt
is an object that helps to dramatize a basic disjunction, a human condition
in which things inevitably seem too late—Dbelated, in fact, because we want
things to come before ideas, before theory, before the word, whereas they
seem to persistin coming alter: as the alternative to ideas, the limit to the-
ory, victims of the word. If thinking the thing, to borrow Heidegger’s
phrase, feels like an exercise in belatedness, the feeling is provoked by our
very capacity to imagine that thinking and thingness are utterly distinet.

50. On the new tropes provided by new media, sce the closing chapter of Evic Jager, The
Book of the Heart (Chicago, 2000).

51. See Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” [lluwmi-
nations, trans. Harry Zohn, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York, 1969), pp. 217-51; Jean lipstein,
“Bowjour Cinéma and Other Writings by Jean Epstein,” trans. Tom Milne, Afterimage 10 (Au-
tumn 1981): 19 and Fernand Léger, Functions of Painting, trans. Alexandra Anderson (New
York, 1965), p. 50. For an account of how assessments of early cinema obsess about the new
magical powers bestowed on objects, see Rachel Q. Moore, Savage Theory: Cinema as Modern
Magic (Durham, N.C., 2000).

J

shellac, cornstarch. Photo: courtesy ol the artist.

Kyle Huffman, Mask?, 1996, Wood, gauze,

1.
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116 4. —Clacs Oldenberg, Typewniter Eraser, 1999,
Chuh.

cravatls derral crowns
crayons dental flosses
crazy straws dentures
credenzas deodorants
credit cards depilatories
credits deposit slips
crewneck sweaters depots
cribbage boards derbies
cribs. derricks
crochet hooks desks
crockery desserts
crockpots detergents
croquet sets devotionals
crosses diadems
crossword puzzies diagrams
crowbars dialysis machines
crowns diapers 18
crucifixes diaphragms
cruiss control diaries
cruise ships dice
crutches dictionaries
cryostats diets
crystal digital cameras
crystal balis dikes
tubicles dildos
cuckoo clocks dimmers
cuff links dinghies
cufls dining rooms
culottes dinners

nds
cup holders directories
cupboards disco balls
cups discos
curbs dishes
curios dishwashers
curlers disks
curting irons dispensers
currency display stands
curricuia displays
curtain rods dissertations
curtaing diving bells
cushions docks
cuticle creams dog collars
cuticle nippers dog dishes
cutlery doghouses
cutting boards doilies
cymbals dolihouses
dams dotiies
dances dolls
dashboards domes
day planners dominoes
Gead bolts donut shops
debutante balls donuts
debuts door knockers
decanters door stops
decoys doorbells
deep fat fryers doorknobs
defenses doormats
delicatessens doors
dens downspouts

Fie. 5—From Foices (exhibition catalog, AIGA National Design Conference, 23-26
Sept. 2001, Washington D.C)), p. 3.

drains

dramas

drapes

drawer pulls
dreidels

dress patterns
dressars
dresses
dressings

drill bits

drill preases
drills

drinking fountains
drive trains
driveways

drugs 39
drugstores
drums

dry erase boards
dry erase pens
drywall

dune buggres
dustpans

duvets

DVD players
DVDs

dynamos
earpieces
earmuffs
earrings

ears

eggs 49

electric chairs
electrified fences
electrocardiographs
electronic games 20
elevators
embroidery hoops
emergency brakes
emergency exits
emery boards
encyclopedias
engines
engravings
envelopes
epaulets

erasers
@scaiatons
espresso makers
exams

exercise machines
exercises
exhaust pipes
exhibitions
experiments
explosives
extension cords
extensions
eyeglasses
eyelash curlers
eyelets

eyeliner
eyes
eyeshadow
tabrics

fabric softeners
facelifts
facepiates
fairs

fake nails
families

fan beits
fans

faucets

fax machines 44
feather dusters
fedoras
feedbags
ferries

ferris wheels
fertilizers
festivals
feazes
tigurines
files

fillings

film

fire extingutshers
fire hoses
fire hydrants
fireplaces
fireworks
firing ranges
first aid kits
fish food

fish tanks
fishing hooks
fishing iures
fishing rods
fixtures

Nags

flash buibs
fiasks

fiers

fiies

fitp-Aops
flippers

floor plans
fiooring
flotation devices
flower arrangements
flower pots
flowers

flues

flutes

fly swatters
fog lights
foghoms
folders
folding chairs
fondue pots
fonts 46



COVER PHOTO—A drop ol glycerol (a liquid with o viscosity one thousand tinnes
greater than that of water) Ireuking apatt inside another Huid

C PDMS, of the saime vise 084ty
as the ghveerol, Photo: Sidney RO Nagel und Trai Cohen,



