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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 describe 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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Introduction

The compact disc is my contemporary. We grew up together. The New York press conference at which the Philips and Sony corporations jointly announced the birth of their new format was just ten days after my own birth, in May 1981. And though my childhood memories are dominated by other formats – by long car journeys fighting for control of the tape deck, my parents’ dust-caked box of records in the garage – I came of age with the CD too.

A late developer, it wasn’t until the early 90s that the CD finally overtook its rival formats to claim dominance over the home audio landscape. Around the same time, the first CD player made its way into the Barry household. A chunky black box about the size of a jumbo packet of breakfast cereal, it quickly relegated our old all-in-one system to the attic. There it would remain, unloved, a hulking chrome beast in its own wheel-mounted cabinet with a desultory assortment of records slunk in a built-in compartment beneath the double tape deck: Peter Gabriel’s So, ‘We Are the World’, something by Wham.

The new CD player in the front room had a six-disc multi-changer cartridge, which seemed subtly science-fictional at the time. Something like magic. One need scarcely ever get up and touch the thing. It was hands-free. Automated music. A taste of things to come. The same six discs would linger there for weeks, selected by remote control or left to run, creating strange juxtapositions. Dire Straits into Mahler into Kings of Cajun. But this was not my music. Not yet, at least. My jones for the accumulation of recorded media was stoked on tapes. And for a long time, the tape rack at HMV was the object of all my pocket money.

Until one day, when it wasn’t.

The year was 1994. I was thirteen years old. The compact disc, now shifting nearly two billion units globally, likewise. I recall saying to myself: I am going to get into indie. I’m not even sure if I really knew what ‘indie’ meant, in a musical sense. But, at the start of my teens, the word itself seemed to communicate something to me, as if a style or a sound could deliver by fiat every teenager’s dream of independence. I must have been saving up because I remember that weekend going down to the HMV on Western Road in Brighton and buying compact discs of Blur’s Parklife, Up to our Hips by The Charlatans and Devil Hopping by the Inspiral Carpets. This, then, would be my music. And the CD format, somehow, seemed to imply the requisite seriousness.

My first tape deck had been made by Fisher-Price. It was two-tone brown and beige and looked sort of lunch box-like, with its built-in handle and friendly, thumb-sized buttons. Somehow the cassette never quite shrugged off this chunky, crayon-ish association. It was music with stabilizers on. Even the sound was kind of smudged in comparison to its shimmering successor. But from its razor-thin edge to its reflective sheen, everything about the CD suggested precision, high fidelity, high-tech. This was the era of NASA spin-off technologies, of products designed for the moon making their way into the home: freeze-dried food and temper foam, Teflon and the Fisher Space Pen.

The development of the CD had little to do with the space race (but then neither did Teflon or the Space Pen – it didn’t dampen the association), but it was infected somehow with this imagery. Philip K. Dick had pictured new electronic audio formats in futuristic novels from the 1960s like The Simulacra, Martian Time Slip and Ubik. In 1997, Barry Sonnenfeld’s sci-fi spoof Men in Black had a scene with Tommy Lee Jones’ Agent K discussing the technology confiscated from extraterrestrial visitors. ‘This is a fascinating little gadget,’ he said, holding up one such example of alien tech. ‘It’ll replace CDs soon. Guess I’ll have to buy the White Album again.’ The thing in his hand looked just like a compact disc, only smaller.

The new format was designed and developed in the interval between these two conjectures. It put a laser – an actual zap gun – in your living room. Adverts from the early 80s presented the disc as a flying saucer, a figment of virtual reality, a mirage made of pure light. They promised ‘perfect sound that will last forever’. It was to be the ultimate medium. It finally proved to be just that.

My friends and I never wholly gave up on cassettes. If a mate had an album you wanted to hear then, sure, they would run you off a tape of it and stick something else on the B-side – another record they thought you might like, or a mix of their current faves. These were things given away without a thought. It was my first taste of a music effectively made worthless.

By the time I got to university, CDs themselves were just as nugatory. We would fill our hard drives with tracks downloaded from Limewire or Kazaa, then burn off a disc for a party, quickly losing it without thought afterwards. High street charity shops soon overflowed with CDs whose values had plummeted from fifteen quid-plus to barely a pound. Everywhere people were chucking out collections, long built-up and invested in, now rendered trash. Even the British Library Sound Archive stopped backing up to a physical inventory. Audio dematerialized before our very eyes.

It’s hard to avoid the conclusion that the CD was the architect of its own demise. By making music digital, reducing it to a string of ones and zeroes, it became infinitely replicable. The generation loss that plagued my tape-swapping youth was a thing of the past. The copy became sonically indistinguishable from the original. Everyone laughed when the British Phonographic Institute (BPI) claimed ‘Home Taping Is Killing Music’, but they’re not laughing now. Something, indeed, has died. Not music itself, perhaps – nor, certainly
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