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“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’”

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now

“Object Lessons describes themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I’ll say, amen. . . . If you read enough Object Lessons books, you’ll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though. . . they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we’ve taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, The Chicago Tribune

“For my money, Object Lessons is the most consistently interesting nonfiction book series in America.”

Megan Volpert, PopMatters

“Besides being beautiful little hand-sized objects themselves, showcasing exceptional writing, the wonder of these books is that they exist at all . . . Uniformly excellent, engaging, thought-provoking, and informative.”

Jennifer Bort Yacovissi, Washington Independent Review of Books

“. . . edifying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star

“[W]itty, thought-provoking, and poetic . . . These little books are a page-flipper’s dream.”

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman

“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste . . . in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. . . . The object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books

“The Object Lessons series has a beautifully simple premise. Each book or essay centers on a specific object. This can be mundane or unexpected, humorous or politically timely. Whatever the subject, these descriptions reveal the rich worlds hidden under the surface of things.”

Christine Ro, Book Riot

“. . . a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past
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A book series about the hidden lives of ordinary things.

 

Series Editors:

Ian Bogost and Christopher Schaberg

 

Advisory Board:

Sara Ahmed, Jane Bennett, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, Johanna Drucker, Raiford Guins, Graham Harman, renée hoogland, Pam Houston, Eileen Joy, Douglas Kahn, Daniel Miller, Esther Milne, Timothy Morton, Kathleen Stewart, Nigel Thrift, Rob Walker, Michele White.
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Books in the series


Bird by Erik Anderson


Blackface by Ayanna Thompson


Blanket by Kara Thompson


Bookshelf by Lydia Pyne


Bread by Scott Cutler Shershow


Bulletproof Vest by Kenneth R. Rosen


Burger by Carol J. Adams


Cell Tower by Steven E. Jones


Cigarette Lighter by Jack Pendarvis


Coffee by Dinah Lenney


Compact Disc by Robert Barry


Doctor by Andrew Bomback


Drone by Adam Rothstein


Driver’s Lic
ense by Meredith Castile


Dust by Michael Marder


Earth by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Linda T. Elkins-Tanton


Egg by Nicole Walker


Email by Randy Malamud


Environment by Rolf Halden


Exit by Laura Waddell


Eye Chart by William Germano


Fake by Kati Stevens


Fat by Hanne Blank


Football by Mark Yakich


Gin by Shonna Milliken Humphrey


Glass by John Garrison


Golf Ball by Harry Brown


Hair by Scott Lowe


Hashtag by Elizabeth Losh


High Heel by Summer Brennan


Hood by Alison Kinney


Hotel by Joanna Walsh


Hyphen by Pardis Mahdavi


Jet Lag by Christopher J. Lee


Luggage by Susan Harlan


Magnet by Eva Barbarossa


Ocean by Steve Mentz


Office by Sheila Liming


Password by Martin Paul Eve


Personal Stereo by Rebecca Tuhus-Dubrow


Phone Booth by Ariana Kelly


Pill by Robert Bennett


Political Sign by Tobias Carroll


Potato by Rebecca Earle


Questionnaire by Evan Kindley


Refrigerator by Jonathan Rees


Remote Control by Caetlin Benson-Allott


Rust by Jean-Michel Rabaté


Shipping Container by Craig Martin


Shopping Mall by Matthew Newton


Signature by Hunter Dukes


Silence by John Biguenet


Sock by Kim Adrian


Souvenir by Rolf Potts


Snake by Erica Wright


Spacecraft by Timothy Morton


Sticker by Henry Hoke


Traffic by Paul Josephson


Tree by Matthew Battles


Tumor by Anna Leahy


TV by Susan Bordo


Veil by Rafia Zakaria


Waste by Brian Thill


Whale Song by Margret Grebowicz


Air Conditioning by Hsuan L. Hsu (forthcoming)


Alarm by Alice Bennett (forthcoming)


Bicycle by Jonathan Maskit (forthcoming)


Concrete Stephen Parnell (forthcoming)


Doll Maria Teresa Hart (forthcoming)


Fist by nelle mills (forthcoming)


Fog by Stephen Sparks (forthcoming)


Glitter by Nicole Seymour (forthcoming)


Grave Allison C. Meier (forthcoming)


OK by Michelle McSweeney (forthcoming)


Perfume by Megan Volpert (forthcoming)


Pixel by Ian Epstein (forthcoming)


Pregnancy Test by Karen Weingarten


Recipe by Lynn Z. Bloom (forthcoming)


Sewer by Jessica Leigh Hester (forthcoming)


Skateboard by Jonathan Russell Clark (forthcoming)


Train by A. N. Devers (forthcoming)


Trench Coat by Jane Tynan (forthcoming)


Wine Meg Bernhard (forthcoming)
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Mr. Yuk

Mr. Yuk was my first crush.

His face dotted the containers in the underbelly of the kitchen sink. His tongue protruded from the upper shelves of the medicine cabinet, taunting me. Mr. Yuk was famous. He even had his own theme song that’d play on PBS between shows:


Mr. Yuk is mean


Mr. Yuk is green

“We don’t touch if we see Mr. Yuk,” warned Mom.

This sticker wielded a dark power.

The doctor that designed Mr. Yuk had an altruistic mission: to prevent accidental poisonings with a universal symbol that the smallest of children could register as bad, a color that any kid would find repellant. The skull-and-crossbones wasn’t working anymore: pirates were all a kid could ever want to be and the bottles their symbol adorned were inviting to ingest. As soon as my little brother was old enough to pick out his own clothes, he would drape himself in a dress-sized T-shirt that was fully covered in photo-realistic skulls. In Pittsburgh—where Mr. Yuk was invented—the Pirates were the major league baseball team. A kid could mistake toxic substances for sports juice, the skull-and-crossbones an endorsement. Drink me.

The focus group used to choose Mr. Yuk’s details was composed of the potentially poisoned themselves, some 70s Pennsylvania tykes. Dr. Richard Moriarty and an ad agency subjected them to various designs, to find out what they were drawn to, what alarmed them. They were asked what happens if they messed with poison: “Your mother will yell at you,” they responded. “You’ll get sick, you’ll die.” When given a range of options, they chose the sick face over the yelling face or the dead face.1

Yuk had to be a Mister. Their mothers were the ones looking out for them. All the man of the house could do was register repulsion.

So, Mr. Yuk, this nemesis of smiley face—eyebrows knit in pain, nauseated tongue extended—was born in fluorescent green, and stuck. A new icon. Today on the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center website I can buy a sexy pink T-shirt emblazoned with my old crush. It promises to be, “incredibly soft with great drape.”


Get to know his face


in every single place

The same year that Mr. Yuk was introduced, 1971, a children’s book series called Mr. Men arrived. Simple and colorful, the Mr. Men were named for their one defining attribute: the yellow Mr. Happy, the fat pink Mr. Greedy, the squiggly pink Mr. Messy.

I was born twelve years later and was immediately gifted these colorful Mr. books. In my developing brain, Mr. Yuk was one of the Mr. Men crew, and by far the best. The Mr. Men in the books couldn’t be removed—they stayed flat and unstickable, confined to their covers. But Mr. Yuk was everywhere. I’d seen Mom with a whole roll of Mr. Yuks to peel and place on bottle after bottle, and I knew that this roll was still lurking somewhere in the house.


Home is full of bad things


that can hurt you very much

Dr. Moriarty and his team speculated that kids might not really pay attention to the sticker, but that the act of stickering would make parents more cautious about the toxic products in their house, where and how they stored them and kept them from teeny hands and growing throats.

I learned early to open the safety latch on the cabinet below the sink. I’d take out a bottle of whatever deadly liquid and gaze at Mr. Yuk. He held the forbidden behind his grimace. I saw a reflection of my own face, my own disgust mirrored. I’d knit my eyebrows just so.

I fuck with Mr. Yuk, I thought, but didn’t think, because children don’t think “fuck” and “fuck with” wasn’t a phrase yet, but the feeling was there. That feeling drew me closer and closer to danger every little day.

If Mr. Yuk was a scratch-and-sniff, he’d smell like death-wish.


Unicorn

The first time I heard the word “gay” I closed my open palm and drew my arm back to clutch my chest. It was snack time in second grade and Ponytail had a sheet of sparkling unicorn stickers to give out. She gave them to all the girls, then sat at her desk in front of me and swiveled around with one remaining. I held out my hand and Blonde Boy said the word, shoving my desire back where it lived.

I was jealous of the opulence available to the girls. Lisa Frank had exploded and the rainbows and animals of her designs covered me in their glow from the backpacks, folders and pencil cases of my female classmates. My pink stickers had to be private, pushed up onto the upper roof of the inside of my desk, where I could finger the glitter and carry some with me. Where Blonde Boy couldn’t see.

Blonde Boy was the most boy of anyone in class. “If you give me a pencil, I’ll give you a baby,” he’d bark at girls before any of us understood what was funny or wrong in that. Blonde Boy and I had a sadomasochistic relationship: he’d punch me in the shoulder every chance he got, but it didn’t stop me from sitting next to him; my hair was a depository for his chewed gum. He was my best friend.

If a unicorn was a scratch-and-sniff it’d smell like Ponytail.
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