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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




“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




“[E]difying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star




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

Megan Volpert, PopMatters




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

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman




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

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer




“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste (more titles are listed as forthcoming) in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. As for Benjamin, so for the authors of the series, 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




“My favourite series of short pop culture books”


Zoomer magazine




“Bloomsbury’s Object Lessons series never misses”


The Millions
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A book series about the hidden lives of ordinary things.

Series Editors:

Ian Bogost and Christopher Schaberg
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To my parents, Lee Stephenson Birkhold and Richard Birkhold, who gave me my first metronome






Metronome

MATTHEW H. BIRKHOLD
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Introduction

In March 1957, a group of students from the Académie des Beaux-Arts stormed into the Galerie de l’Institut in Paris. Green handbills filled the room, and a voice declared a protest against the Dadaists and Surrealists. The French-Romanian avant-garde poet Tristan Tzara had organized a retrospective of early Dada works at the Left Bank gallery not far from the Institut de France, the so-called national protector of arts, literature, and science. Standing in the small space, the American artist Man Ray was stunned as the protesters began pulling down colorful works from the gallery’s stark white walls, including Marcel Duchamp’s 1919 bearded and mustachioed Mona Lisa, L.H.O.O.Q. With relief, Man Ray watched the mob carefully place the pieces on the floor. Although the self-proclaimed “reactionary nihilist intellectuals” declared that the “reign of minus was over,” they apparently respected the artworks enough to ensure they were not damaged—that is, until they saw Man Ray’s metronome.

Three decades earlier, Man Ray removed the cover from a wooden metronome to reveal its pendulum. With a simple paperclip, he attached a cutout black-and-white photograph of a woman’s eye to the swinging rod. Standing just over eight inches tall, the metronome bore scratches from its previous life as a household aid to music making. Now it was adorned with a glossy eye in a gelatin print that made visible the inherently mesmerizing and infuriating nature of the quotidian object. Were the metronome wound and running, the eye would swing back and forth. The irregular oval disc, a grotesque bodily fragment, entrances the viewer along with the relentless tick. With each beat, the unblinking eye seems to implore the viewer to take action. With each incessant click, the metronome beseeches the hypnotized viewer to keep moving. Man Ray titled the work: Object to Be Destroyed.

In Paris, as the nihilists filed out of the gallery in an orderly manner, one brazen demonstrator grabbed the metronome. Man Ray ran after the pack, seized the thief by the collar, and was flung onto the sidewalk. Lying atop the cold granite setts, the sixty-seven-year-old watched the students unceremoniously toss the 1923 Dada masterpiece into the street. A young man pulled out a pistol and took aim. As the bullet hit the wooden box, it exploded. The protesters ended the torment of the metronome.

The following day, the American was summoned to the police station. He declined to press charges, but quarreled with the insurance expert, who offered to cover the cost of the metronome. In his autobiography, Man Ray proudly notes that he persuasively argued that one does not replace a destroyed painting by giving the artist new brushes, paints, and a canvas. The agent conceded and offered to pay the full value of the insurance that had been purchased by the gallery. Quietly, though, the agent voiced his suspicion that the artist might buy a whole stock of metronomes with the funds. As Man Ray records the incident, he admitted
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