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The Secret Lives of Ordinary Objects

Imagine a room. Not a grand room, not a room belonging to history, but an ordinary domestic space of the kind that exists in millions of homes. There is a chair near the window. A cup sits cooling on a small table beside it. A clock marks the quarter hour on the wall. Curtains move slightly in a draught from a door that someone has left ajar. A key rests beside a book on the windowsill. A button has come loose from a coat hanging behind the door. A mirror above the fireplace reflects the whole room back at itself, slightly tilted, showing everything in it from an angle that the room's occupants never quite see.

Nothing about this room appears unusual. Every object in it is ordinary, familiar and largely beneath conscious notice. The chair is where someone sits to read. The cup holds liquid that is growing cold. The clock is for checking the time. The key is for the door. These descriptions are accurate enough for everyday purposes, but they are extraordinarily incomplete. Each object in that imagined room is a survivor. It has outlasted the civilisations that first produced its basic form, the empires that traded in its materials, the factories that standardised its manufacture and the fashions that once made it a mark of status. It arrived in that room at the end of a journey that may span thousands of years and cross several continents.

The chair near the window is older in its cultural meaning than most people who sit in it would guess. For most of human history, in most of the world, a chair was not a piece of furniture for anyone who needed to sit down. It was an object of authority. The most important person in a room sat in it. Everyone else sat on stools, benches, chests or the floor. This was not a matter of insufficient chairs. It was a social arrangement, maintained deliberately, in which furniture expressed hierarchy. The language of authority still carries the memory of this arrangement in ways that are easy to overlook. A chairman occupies that position. A professor holds a chair. A bishop's seat gives its name to the building containing it. When the chair eventually became an ordinary piece of household furniture available to people of almost any means, it carried all that older weight silently into rooms that no longer noticed it.

The cup has its own history, equally long. It descended from vessels shaped from gourds, from shells gathered on riverbanks, from wood hollowed by hand and from clay pressed and fired in ways whose methods were discovered thousands of years before anyone wrote them down. Its handle appeared gradually, across different cultures and manufacturing traditions, for reasons that combined the practical problem of heat conduction, the desire for a secure grip and the evolving aesthetics of pottery and glass. Many cups in the world still do not have handles. The Japanese tea bowl is designed to be cradled between both hands, a design that slows the act of drinking and encourages attention to the vessel and the moment. The Turkish coffee cup nestles in a metal holder that protects the fingers. The handle is not a universal solution to a universal problem. It is one culture's answer to a particular combination of beverage, ceremony and habit.

The clock changed how human beings understood and organised their days in ways whose full effects are still being worked out. Before mechanical clocks became widespread, time moved with the sun and with the seasons. It moved with hunger and with the sound of church bells. It moved with the behaviour of animals and the progress of agricultural work. The mechanical clock introduced a different logic: identical minutes, standardised hours, a grid of time that could be bought, sold, allocated and violated. The first mechanical clocks in many European towns were public objects, placed in towers at great expense because they were intended to serve whole communities. Later, pocket watches brought time into individual hands. Later still, wristwatches made it visible at a glance on the wrist without requiring any gesture of retrieval. Each of these steps changed the relationship between a person and their knowledge of what time it was, and in so doing changed what was possible and what was required of daily life.

The curtains over the window began their functional history as barriers against cold, draught, insects and unwanted observation. They evolved, alongside rising standards of domestic comfort and the growth of the middle-class home as a space of self-expression, into markers of taste and what one community saw as domestic respectability. In some urban streets, the cleanliness and precise arrangement of net curtains was understood by neighbours as meaningful evidence about the household's character. The fabric hanging over glass was never, in any period of its use, simply fabric. It was always also a statement.

The key beside the book on the windowsill is among the oldest types of objects in the room. Locking mechanisms that worked on identifiable mechanical principles appeared in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, carved from wood and operated by wooden pins that lifted and fell to allow or prevent a bolt from moving. The key, as an object separate from the lock it operated, represented access to whatever lay behind a secured door. That access carried significance beyond the physical. A key could represent authority over food stores, control over valuables, custody of another person's liberty, ownership of land or the ceremonial freedom of a city. Household keys were carried by the women responsible for managing domestic stores in large households, worn visibly at the belt as signs of their position. The small metal key on a modern windowsill descends from all of that.

The loose button on the coat behind the door was, for several centuries of European history, a luxury item that announced its wearer's wealth before it announced their shape. Buttons existed on clothing as decoration long before they existed as working fastenings. The buttonhole that makes a button useful was a more sophisticated development, and its spread through tailoring and dressmaking changed what clothing could look like and what it could do for the body wearing it. The economics of button manufacture, the cottage industries and later factories that produced them in their billions, and the gendered politics of who had pockets and who did not, are all compressed into the object that has come loose from its thread and lies on the hallway floor waiting to be sewn back on.

The mirror above the fireplace is the most psychologically strange survivor in the room. Before silvered glass mirrors became affordable and widely available, most people saw their own faces rarely, imprecisely and only under specific conditions. Polished bronze, polished copper, still water in a dark container, obsidian worked to a reflective surface: these existed, but none of them delivered the sharp, clear, reversed image that a modern glass mirror produces. Large glass mirrors in the seventeenth century were so costly that they appeared in the inventories of royal households alongside jewellery and paintings. They were presents between monarchs. The ordinary bathroom mirror, clear and large enough to apply cosmetics by, became a standard domestic object only within the last two centuries, and a cheap and ubiquitous one only within the last one.

This book is interested in those arrivals and in the histories they carry with them.

It follows the chair, the cup, the clock, the curtain, the key, the button and the mirror. It follows the fork, which was viewed with genuine suspicion in some European contexts before it became so universal that its absence from a table setting is now the thing that seems strange. It follows the toothbrush, which was made from animal bristle for most of its history. It follows the match, whose early chemical formulation was convenient for the people buying it and poisonous to the people manufacturing it. It follows the wristwatch, which was worn as jewellery by women before soldiers made it a tool. It follows the wheeled suitcase, which arrived later than its apparent logic might suggest: Bernard Sadow received a patent for a strap-pulled wheeled case in 1972 and had it marketed through Macy's, but it was Robert Plath's upright, telescoping-handle Rollaboard, introduced in 1987, that transformed travel luggage, and both arrived decades after aviation was already carrying passengers across continents, because wheels were far less useful on cobbled streets and railway platforms than on the smooth floors of airport terminals. It follows toilet paper, the flushing toilet, the light switch, the postage stamp, the umbrella, the handkerchief, the vacuum cleaner and the telephone, all the way to the point where many of those objects were absorbed into a small glass rectangle that most people now carry in a pocket or hold in a hand throughout the day.

None of these objects was created in a single moment by a single person. The stories of famous inventors are often assembled after the fact, reshaping complex processes of gradual improvement into neat biographical episodes that are easier to teach and to remember. The fork was not invented. It developed, across centuries and cultures, through accumulated experiment and adoption. The toothbrush was not invented. It developed. The clock, the button, the mirror and the key all developed through the combined work of craftspeople, engineers, merchants, scientists, factory workers, domestic servants, consumers and chance. Famous names appear in this history when they genuinely contributed something distinct and documentable. They do not appear as the sole authors of objects that actually emerged from longer, messier and more collective processes in which many people contributed without recording their names.

The book also keeps less famous people in view, because they are part of the real history. The women who carried water in buckets before piped supplies existed, heating it over fires and hauling it up stairs for the baths of households that could afford to employ them. The match factory workers who inhaled white phosphorus vapour and developed the condition known as phossy jaw, a destruction of the jawbone that was documented, understood and tolerated for commercial reasons across decades. The washerwomen who stood at rivers, pumps and communal washtubs across centuries, performing the labour that kept clothing clean and wearable in a period before domestic washing machines. The servants who emptied chamber pots and filled portable baths and polished the silver cutlery that required polishing after every meal. The sailors and traders who moved raw materials between continents, the miners who dug graphite and coal and iron ore, the glassworkers in Murano who maintained the secrets of mirror-making under threat of severe official sanction. These are also the makers of everyday objects, and their presence in the history is not incidental. It is structural.

The history gathered in these pages is not the history of things alone. It is the history of human need, ingenuity, labour, trade, fashion, class, gender, empire and change, approached through the objects that need, ingenuity and all the rest produced. Objects survive when people keep using them. They persist when they solve a problem that keeps presenting itself. They spread when they become cheap enough and accessible enough that people who could not afford them before can obtain them. They disappear when something replaces them, or when the problem they solved stops being a problem, or when the world in which they made sense reorganises itself around different arrangements.

Several of the objects in this book are disappearing now, in the early decades of the twenty-first century. The last chapter follows them: the calling card, the hatpin, the collar stud, the boot jack, the typewriter, the telephone directory, carbon paper, the cassette tape and the mechanical key. Some vanished so quietly that their absence was noticed only after the fact. Others disappeared in a single decade as a new technology absorbed their functions along with the functions of everything else around them.

Begin in the room again. The chair, the cup, the clock, the curtains, the key, the loose button and the mirror are all there. They appear permanent, obvious and without significant history. They are anything but permanent. They are the current form of objects that have been changing for thousands of years and will continue changing after this form is replaced by something else. The modern home resembles a crowded museum whose exhibits have become so familiar that no one reads the labels any more. This book attempts to restore a few of those labels, to look carefully at the things we use without looking at, and to find inside their ordinary surfaces the long, strange and fully human record of what people have been doing and needing and making and losing.
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The Things We Sit and Sleep On

For much of European history, owning a chair was a mark of rank. Many people sat on benches, stools, chests or the floor, while the most important person in a room occupied the only chair available. This fact is so thoroughly forgotten by anyone who has ever purchased furniture from a catalogue that it seems almost comic when stated plainly. But the association between chairs and authority shaped domestic life across centuries, and its traces remain in language that modern people use every day without registering what they are saying.

A Word That Carries Authority

The word chair descends through Old French from the Latin cathedra, meaning a seat with a back and armrests. The cathedra was the seat of a bishop in his church, positioned in the apse behind the altar. The building that contained this seat derived its name from it and is still called a cathedral today. When universities organised themselves into faculties and positions, the scholar who held the highest position occupied a chair. That usage persists in unbroken continuity. A professor holds a chair. A meeting is chaired by a person who sits, however metaphorically, in the position of authority. A committee has a chairman or chairperson. The piece of household furniture that most adults in wealthy countries now own several of began as an object that carried the weight of episcopal authority, judicial power and household command.

In ancient Egypt, carved wooden chairs with legs shaped as animal forms were discovered in elite tombs, placed there because their owners expected to need them in the afterlife. The elaborate chairs found in the tomb of Tutankhamun, though exceptional in their craftsmanship, reflect a broader tradition in which the chair distinguished those who sat in it from those who sat lower or sat not at all. In ancient Greece, the klismos chair with its gently curved back and outward-splayed legs appeared on vase paintings as the seat of gods, heroes and distinguished figures. The curule chair of Roman magistrates was a folding seat of ivory or metal, portable enough to accompany an official into the field and visually distinctive enough to announce rank without a word. Roman domestic life also made use of reclining couches for formal meals, a custom that presented its own hierarchy of position and placement at the table.

Throughout the medieval European household, the chair remained scarce and symbolically loaded. A great hall might contain long tables, fixed benches and moveable trestle boards to seat large numbers of people at meals, but a chair with armrests and a high back belonged to the head of the household. Guests of importance might be offered a chair. The rest of the company sat on whatever was available: benches, stools or chests. Being invited to take a chair was an act of social recognition. Being left to stand, or to find a stool, communicated something about where one stood in the room's social order.

The throne concentrates these associations into their most extreme form. Across cultures and periods, the seat of a ruler became the physical location of authority itself, to the point where occupying a throne carried constitutional meaning. Egyptian pharaohs sat on thrones decorated with scenes of conquered enemies and protective deities. The Peacock Throne of the Mughal emperors at Delhi was a structure of gold, jewels and enamelled panels of such extraordinary cost that it became a specific target during Nadir Shah's invasion of 1739. European monarchs commissioned chairs of state whose design communicated political and divine authority through precious materials, height, scale and placement. To capture a throne was to capture the position it represented. To vacate it was to relinquish power.

Stools, Benches and the Seats of Everyone Else

Stools were where most people spent most of their lives. A three-legged stool is inherently stable on any uneven surface because three points always define a plane, which explains its widespread appearance in working environments where floors were rough and life was practical. Medieval and early modern stools survive in large numbers precisely because they were ordinary objects produced in large quantities and used until they fell apart. Milking stools were made small and light because the milkmaid needed to move between animals. Workshop stools in various heights suited the bench work performed on them. Tavern stools accommodated different amounts of use and abuse. Simple to make, cheap to replace and requiring no upholstery, the stool remained the everyday seat of most people for most of European history.

Benches extended the logic of the stool to accommodate multiple
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