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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 

“In 1957 the French critic and semiotician Roland Barthes published Mythologies, a groundbreaking series of essays in which he analysed the popular culture of his day, from laundry detergent to the face of Greta Garbo, professional wrestling to the Citroën DS. This series of short books, Object Lessons, continues the tradition.

Melissa Harrison, Financial Times

PRAISE FOR HOTEL BY JOANNA WALSH:

“A slim, sharp meditation on hotels and desire. ... Walsh invokes everyone from Freud to Forster to Mae West to the Marx Brothers. She’s funny throughout, even as she documents the dissolution of her marriage and the peculiar brand of alienation on offer in lavish places.

Dan Piepenbring, The Paris Review

“Evocative ... Walsh’s strange, probing book is all the more affecting for eschewing easy resolution.

Publishers Weekly

“Walsh’s writing has intellectual rigour and bags of formal bravery ... Hotel is a boldly intellectual work that repays careful reading. Its semiotic wordplay, circling prose and experimental form may prove a refined taste, but in its deft delineation of a complex modern phenomenon—and, perhaps, a modern malaise—it’s a great success.

Melissa Harrison, Financial Times

“Walsh has been praised to the skies by Chris Kraus and Jeff Vandermeer, and it isn’t hard to see why. Her writing sways between the tense and the absurd, as if it’s hovering between this world and another.

Jonathan Sturgeon, Flavorwire

PRAISE FOR DRONE BY ADAM ROTHSTEIN:

“Adam Rothstein’s primer on drones covers (such themes as) the representation of drones in science fiction and popular culture. The technological aspects are covered in detail, and there is interesting discussion of the way in which our understanding of technology is grounded in historical narratives. As Rothstein writes, the attempt to draw a boundary between one technology and another often ignores the fact that new technologies are not quite as new as we think.

Christopher Coker, Times Literary Supplement
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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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Golf Ball by Harry Brown

Driver’s License by Meredith Castile

Drone by Adam Rothstein

Silence by John Biguenet

Glass by John Garrison

Phone Booth by Ariana Kelly

Refrigerator by Jonathan Rees

Waste by Brian Thill

Hotel by Joanna Walsh

Hood by Alison Kinney

Dust by Michael Marder

Shipping Container by Craig Martin

Cigarette Lighter by Jack Pendarvis

Bookshelf by Lydia Pyne

Tree by Matthew Battles (forthcoming)

Bread by Scott Cutler Shershow (forthcoming)
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Password by Martin Paul Eve (forthcoming)
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TO THE READER

No matter how desperately you fight against it, 
dust pervades everything.

It accumulates in fuzzy balls or gathers in even layers, 
adapting to the contours of things 
and marking the passage of time. 
In itself, it is also a gathering place, 
a random community of what has been and what is yet to be, 
a catalog of traces, an inventory of threats, 
and a set of promises: 
cosmic residue and industrial réfuse, dead skin cells and 
plant pollen, 
hair and paper fibers, not to mention the bacteria and 
dust mites 
who make it their home. 
Dust crosses the boundaries between the living and the dead, 
plant and animal matter, the earth and the sky, 
the inside and the outside, you and the world 
(“for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return”). 
What does it smuggle 
in each of these crossings?

As you step over the threshold of this book,

a piece of advice on what to do

when you are through with it.

After flipping the last page,

put it down and let it gather dust

on a shelf

or on a coffee table.

Lots of dust.

So that it, too, would mutely commune

with the very things it describes.

M. M.


1 DUSTING

“Don’t forget me,” whispers the settled dust to the hand with the cloth, and the wet cloth absorbs this whisper.

—JOSEPH BRODSKY, “NORTH OF DELPHI”

a gem of a word

Words are little gems scattered in the gutters of everyday life. Too lazy or too hurried, we regularly pass them unnoticed; utter and jot them down absentmindedly; speak through them, but not of them, unless we compose poetry or (certain strands of) philosophy. Dusting is one of these gems. Let us, then, pick it up, dust it, rotate it in our hands and in our minds, taking the time to appreciate how its many dimensions refract and absorb the light of meaning. What the word itself tells us and what it withholds from us will be vital to everything that follows.

Much depends on whether we hear in dusting a noun or a verb in the form of a gerund. If dusting is a thing, then it refers to a thin layer or to a sparse application of any sort of loose stuff, such as powder or snow. If, conversely, it is an activity, then it means wiping dust away from furniture and from all the other things that line our homes. Even as a verb, it encompasses several apparently discordant senses. On the one hand, we have “to wipe dust away from something” (e.g., to dust a cupboard), and, on the other hand, “to sprinkle with powder or dust” (e.g., to dust grass with insecticide), “to apply dust.” To dust something is, at once, to add and to remove that which lends this occupation its name.1 Dusting is also undusting, to revive a nearly obsolete Shakespearian word.

Provided that the context of its use is unknown or stays indeterminate, dusting denotes two opposite things, in the same stroke saying and unsaying, contra-dicting, itself. It introduces a glitch into the well-oiled mechanisms of economic and symbolic exchanges through an exorbitant procedure, according to which to clear dust away entails, in effect, to strew this same substance around. Upsetting our prior expectations, the word gives us to understand that it will guard its secret, will not reveal itself to us with any degree of satisfaction, will scarcely become transparent. It covers itself with coats of dust, oblivious to our timid preparations for dusting it.

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel admired words with mutually exclusive significations. The reason behind his enthusiasm was that, in them, he espied concrete linguistic supports for his speculative dialectical philosophy, dependent upon the self-negation of concepts. I am certain that he would have loved dusting, because its substantive sense subverts its verbal counterpart and because the verb both affirms and denies itself. But what exactly can we infer from this tension that animates thought, permeates language, and makes its semantic strings vibrate?

The word we are poring over whispers to us that the more we dust things in an effort to clean them, the more dust will be unsettled, spreading through the air, gravitating
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