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Introduction.
Storing and storying the serendipity of objects

Patrick Laviolette

[...] you will understand it better by the derivation than by the defini-
tion. I once read a silly fairy tale called the three Princes of Serendip:
as their Highnesses travelled, they were always making discoveries,
by accident and sagacity, of things which they were not in quest of:
for instance, one of them discovered that a mule blind of the right eye
had travelled the same road lately, because the grass was eaten only
on the left side, where it was worse than on the right - now do you
understand Serendipity? [...] this accidental sagacity (for you must
observe that no discovery of a thing you are looking for comes under
this description) [...]

Horace Walpole to Horace Mann, 28 January 1754
(Walpole 1960, 407—411; emphasis in original)

Objects, artefacts and matter, even sometimes the immaterial, have been compre-
hensively theorised and contextualised through a number of intriguing volumes.
Since the ground-breaking publication of The Social Life of Things in 1986 to the
launch of the Journal of Material Culture ten years later, the material world in
its cross-cultural, multi-temporal and interdisciplinary study could never quite
be the same again. Indeed, the very concern for the effects and affects of how
materiality evolves over time is what this volume seeks to address.

A well-known adage in this field of enquiry is that things make people as
much as people make things. Serendipitously, things often tell more about people
than people themselves can actually tell us about those things.! The relation-
ships we develop and share with a tangible arena of artworks, buildings, infra-
structures, monuments, relics and everyday trinkets varies from the remote to the
intimate, from the fleeting to the durable, from immediate to mediated, from the
passive to the passionate, from the philosophised to the commonsensical. Such
objects gain meaning and status within an array of creative processes. Whether
it is through the usage or non-usage of the physical world, things nonetheless
harbour a potentiality for becoming endowed with auras, symbolism and power.
Hence our journeys through the material world generate a multitude of emotions

Kannike, A. & Laviolette, P. (eds) (2013) Things in Culture, Culture in Things. Approaches to
Culture Theory 3, 13-33. University of Tartu Press, Tartu.
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Patrick Laviolette

and sensations: pleasure, attachment, belonging, angst, envy, exclusion, loath-
ing and fear are amongst some. They also feed into the propagation of on-going
discourses, myths, narrations and stories which oscillate between the robust or
durable and the ever shifting.

A certain Socratic (or perhaps ‘Serendip’) maxim applies here: that the better
one understands things or knows material culture, the more difficulty there often
seems to be in defining and delimiting what this thing - this field of research - is
all about. So you might ask, what does the area of material culture studies actu-
ally consist of? Well, where in Hades do we start. As acknowledged by the many
scholars who have contributed in recent decades, material culture studies has a
multi-faceted history with different regional/national perspectives.

Now the more a nascent field develops, the more all-encompassing it can
often become. And so what might be interesting about the future of material
culture studies is the recent fascination with the importance of the immaterial
and the virtual as well as the abandoned, the decommissioned or the no longer
inhabited. For example, the study of stars and luminous auras, or the invisible
and the otherworldly. Even the scientific and pseudo-scientific processes of in-
terpreting simulacrum data call for attention. There is indeed a lot of research
currently done under the rubric of material culture studies which focuses on the
not so obviously tangible things in existence (e.g. colour and darkness, memory
and the senses for instance). Or on phenomena of the world which do not im-
mediately appeal to our classification categories as cultural objects since they are
either too big, too small, too mundane or too natural - animals, food, landscapes,
painkillers, zebra crossings and so forth.

Moreover, by bringing the significance of the mnemonic aspects of story
telling to the table, material culture theorists, amongst others, have helped indi-
cate that one place where we can start is at the beginning. Not, of course, at the
beginning of all things (i.e. physics) or with the source of human evolution (i.e.
physiology). Nor even at the beginning of society or culture (although archaeol-
ogy, history, philosophy and so on obviously feature prominently). Certainly
though, at the beginning of our individual and collective human lives, as well as
our first socialised or collective memories of encounters with people, environ-
ments and all that stuff in between. It then seems interesting to ask whether the
material culture project becomes one that is highly focused on the narrativised
memories that objects carry.

Stories and how they are stored in things is an angle which the chapters
herein pivot around. Inquiring into mnemonic experiences with things might be
especially pertinent for opening up a new ethnographic moment of first contact
- not with ‘Others’” but with objects. Such a significant inertia for the material

14



Introduction. Storing and storying the serendipity of objects

(re)turn, as we are witnessing it, can therefore allow us to infer that what we
are hearing from such stories (reminiscent to some of ‘origins’ and first con-
tact theories), is the implication that maybe it is objects themselves which are
(again) becoming the ‘new Other’ This might help explain why the new brand
of contemporary material culture studies has become so popular and influential
in such a relatively short period of time, especially in the subsequent stages to
that historical instant when post-colonialism and post-socialism, as well as the
reflexive deconstruction of the ‘Other’, had become so paramount.

During these zigzag moments of the material roundabout then, now over a
quarter of a century ago, material culture studies has increasingly turned to the
visual, the digital and other forms of information and communication technolo-
gies. And at the risk of repetition, to pretty much everything else. Indeed, mate-
rial culture can be about a lot of things and non-things, particularly within the
framework of the global economic system of high, late or post-modern capital-
ism. But from the influence of Marxist scholars, we have learnt that the objects of
most value or relevance are not always those that are most obviously life-shifting.
Service purchases, ritual, kinship, exchange as well as the mundane experiences
of everyday life, once the bread and butter of anthropologists, are still pivotal
categories for any diligent material culture enthusiast. From certain Marxist axi-
oms about making history or the repetition of time, we have also learnt that in
addition to mattering significantly, the past is somehow inescapable.

Hence, before presenting the diverse contributions in this volume, this intro-
duction briefly surveys the contemporary field of material culture studies. It does
so by paying homage to a particularly narrow legacy of ‘ancestral’ things - the
endeavours of a selective cohort of academics who paved the way for the current
generation’s research on human-object relationships.

Material sagacity

The epistemological roots for addressing the comprehensive study of human
artefacts are muddled. Many archaeologists are adamant that this is predomi-
nantly the realm of their discipline. They are correct in some ways. Nevertheless,
the study of material culture has continuously existed across a range of other
disciplines, art and design history for instance. The inaugural editorial of the
Journal of Material Culture put forward the undisciplined, politically proactive
and creative possibilities as defining features of the field, advancing many perks
and advantageous features of not being subject to particular academic dogma
(Miller & Tilley 1996).
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Despite this, anthropology is on pretty firm ground when laying a certain
claim to the intellectual development of this field. From the offset, the early
theories of Edward B. Tylor (1832-1917) and James George Frazer (1854-1941),
compiled from ‘missionary’ data, allowed British anthropology to begin estab-
lishing itself as a collections discipline in terms of gathering cultural objects, lin-
guistic data and life-history information. Dependant upon second-hand colonial
narratives and other travel writing accounts, Frazer’s armchair theorising dealt
less with artefacts than that of his teacher E. B. Tylor. So, to an extent, one could
argue that his was an anthropological vision for collecting stories, not things.

One of the first overtly notable ancestors in allowing the study of material
culture to become clearly identifiable was Alfred Cort Haddon (1855-1940). With
eclectic interests and a background in the natural sciences, he effectively mas-
terminded the most comprehensive ethnological team research in the English-
speaking world. The famous Cambridge expedition to Torres Straits and New
Guinea at the turn of the 20th century established the textbook model for ‘rescue
anthropology’. It would professionalise the discipline by setting as precedence the
global export of ethnological field researchers. The objective was one of the orders
of the day: to salvage cultural information that was changing (disappearing) due
to the increasing pace and scale of global cultural contact; amongst other factors,
the result of colonialism and imperialism.

Given the disciplinary signatures of the era, the tyranny of distance as well as
the theoretical pedigree of the armchair theorising necessary for making cross-
cultural comparison, these field expeditions were undoubtedly questionable as
proper ethnography. Such initiating phases of rapid-fire fieldwork techniques,
developing towards longer term and repeated field visits, did indeed verge on
‘collection binges. In his many treatises on art, Haddon brought to the table the
evolutionary importance of creative adaptability in many capacities (Haddon
1895).2

It is worth mentioning a few later anthropologists whose global popularity,
backgrounds and novel approaches made them unwitting accomplices in creat-
ing the intellectual space from which material culture studies could develop.
Notably: Ruth Benedict, Gregory Bateson, Margaret Mead, Mary Douglas and
Colin Turnbull. All became internationally recognised. In most of their cases,
connections with the vibrant art and culture milieu of New York City allowed
them to have significant involvements with diverse forms of public outreach.
This permitted experimentations with film and photography as well as museum
curation projects and research collaborations.

In terms of the significant impact on the development of material culture
studies as we know it today, the distinct European versus New World trajectories
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for academic anthropology did find its initial institutional synthesis in the UK
through the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (RAI).
Certainly one of the oldest independent anthropological institutions in the world,
the RAT has had a long history of gathering, collating and storing field material,
as well as providing researchers with access to collections and archives. Two
noteworthy individuals to have significant influence within the RAI particularly
stand out: John Henry Hutton and Cyril Daryll Forde.

Hutton argued vehemently for more interest in examining material culture as
a means of conceptually rallying against many things such as extreme functional-
ism, linguistic determinism, diffusionism, and (more ‘controversially’) applied
anthropology. He concluded by nearly opposing the utilitarian value of applied
anthropology as against the knowledge value for knowledge’s own sake ethos,
which for him the study of material culture encapsulated. In the context of British
anthropology, the impacts were significant in the future obfuscation of where the
material culture field would most naturally belong.

Contemporary material culture studies, through the influence of Marxist
archaeology and Daryll Forde’s desires to open up anthropology even further,
could seem to come as a reaction against Hutton’s position. Unsurprisingly then,
if this was seen as the established anthropological position since the 1940s, that
in the 1990s the on-going debate about where material culture studies fit episte-
mologically would still be fraught with ambiguity and disputed principles. But
let us not obliterate the obvious with such a premature conclusion since Hutton
was a key proponent for the inherent significance of the past, particularly as
expressed through archaeology, museum collections and the anthropology of
art. As stated in his RAT address:

[...] thinkers whose primary interest lay in the forms and functions of society,
tended perhaps to minimize the amount of attention given to arts, crafts and
the material environment of the society studied [...] (Hutton 1944, 1).

What are also crucial are the absences and subtexts in this address. He referenced
the German influence but not the French. And in so doing, used Radcliffe-Brown
as a straw man to remind the audience of the day when in certain camps of an-
thropology, some people still saw the functionalist school as a disputable myth.
In dispelling Radcliffe-Brown, one could bypass the developments in ethnology
of a post-Durkheimian school of structural-functionalism. Yet ironically, through
his attention to the impacts of French social theory, Radcliffe-Brown was a sig-
nificant facilitator in introducing some of the long-term intellectual building
blocks for a British social anthropology that could easily house comprehensive
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studies of material culture. Instead though, Hutton was drawn back to the British
past of anthropology, insinuating through citation to Charles Seligman’s work,
that psychology was the bridge between a dualistic anthropology with cultural
anthropology (including material culture) on one side and human biology/physi-
ology on the other.

The second individual in question, Daryll Forde, was the founder of the De-
partment of Anthropology at University College London. For obvious institu-
tional reasons, given this university’s founding role in the history of material
culture studies, Forde has received considerable attention already (Buchli 2002;
2004). As such, we can move on to consider a few international facets to this
field of scholarship.

In terms of emphasising the different impacts of colonial ethno-history, we
should perhaps remind ourselves that Hutton’s dismissal of French theory has
long since been redressed. In response to reflexive interpretations of the global
repercussions of early European Imperialism, many writers have chronicled how
the triad of Britain-Germany-France has significantly shaped the field under
investigation. For its part, early French sociology developed in accordance with
the close influence of ‘revolutionary’ thinking. That is, those intellectual ideas
formative of an ideology which has been more intransigently iconoclastic. In
helping to lay some of the reactionary and irreverent groundwork necessary for
the fundamental shaking-up of Western paradigms (through such conceptual
movements as subaltern studies or Orientalism for instance) certain early French
sociologists interested in contemporary objects, as well as the technologies of past
human civilisations, would go on to form several influential laboratoire centres
with a key interest in material culture.3 The ethnologie of Durkheim, Mauss and
eventually a slurry of other continental anthropologists has been powerful in its
self-criticisms of Western research practices and epistemologies. Many of the
major material culture debates of the early days arise from (and indeed return
to) the pioneering perspectives of French sociology from the 1920s onwards.
One of prominence is the East-West tension as it relates to gift exchange societies
versus capitalistic ones. Such initial divisions have been identified as structurally
deterministic and much on-going research has geared itself towards refining or
decoding the ancestral binary gift-logic.

The foundational collection of essays to flag the onset of contemporary ma-
terial culture studies is presumably The Social Life of Things (Appadurai 1986).
It is paramount in terms of exchange theory because it does not shy away from
the symbolic. Indeed, many of the contributors reflect upon the practicalities by
which the notion of sacrifice and ritual become embedded into reciprocal action,
so that exchange can both transform and continue with vigour; maintaining,
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reinforcing and forming the possibilities for new social relations along the way.
With this we get a significant historical unpacking of the German/British ideo-
logical liaisons over Marxist theorising, which had historically advocated more
evolutionary and materialist views than the revolutionary French one. The result
has been the creation of a powerful intellectual space within which the discussion
about the alienability and inalienability of objects has become a vital conceptual
pillar for the field of material culture studies. Dozens of issues can be subsumed
within this frame, encompassing such areas as bride-wealth, contestable land and
resource claims, cultural copyright, heritage and human remains repatriation,
slavery and so forth.

A final point to bring out here is the global influence of ethnographic reflex-
ivity in social theory (Fabian 1983). In terms of the period for the field under
investigation, the questions of territoriality and the academic politics of authen-
ticity are open game. In the early 1980s, in America, especially through some
significant cultural-theorists and social historians in Pennsylvania, there began
a process of embracing and engaging with anthropology. Arjun Appadurai and
his colleagues were at the forefront of this. Certain British scholars were involved
(Renfrew, Gell, Bayly) but not in terms of representing any particular school of
thought. Moreover, probably inadvertently, a series of academic presuppositions
remained largely unchallenged at the time (the all-male gender selection of the
contributors for example).

Some institutional consequences from this pivotal publication seem to have
themselves been materialised in the form of a self-perpetuating intellectual dis-
tinction/divide for the field.# To an extent then, an internal structural schemata
has been recreated whereby, since anthropology in the USA has largely main-
tained the four field approach, many American material culture anthropolo-
gists have stood together with social historians. In the UK, the pairing has been
between anthropology and archaeology/museology. And as we have seen, the
historical side of things has usually been subsumed by a range of other disci-
plines. Strictly speaking though, historians and art historians of material culture
studies in Britain have only been marginally accepted into the inner circle. The
exceptions were themselves initially at the margins of UK anthropology since
they were effectively historians of the discipline itself.

The landscape of material culture studies in Estonia (where the present vol-
ume was put together) as well as in much of Eastern Europe (Korkiakangas et al
2008), has followed an altogether different pattern. The priority of early archaeol-
ogy, ethnology and folkloristics was to collect and preserve the objects that were
seen to constitute national heritage in museums and archives. In the pre-World
War 1II period, developments in Germany and Scandinavia were followed here,
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resulting in the interdisciplinary historical-geographical method that continued
to dominate in the study of material culture until the 1990s. However, due to the
administrative separation of research institutions in the Soviet period (for exam-
ple, the Estonian National Museum was divided into the Ethnography Museum
and the Literary Museum) artefacts were often collected and studied separately
from the stories stored in them.

From the early 1990s onwards, the humanities in Estonia have opened up to
new theoretical and methodological inspirations from the Western world and
new multidisciplinary approaches. The material world thus began to be inter-
preted in the contexts of cultural communication, consumption, memory and
life-stories, home, heritage production and so on (e.g. Kéresaar 1998; 2002; Jaago
2011; Joesalu 2009; Joesalu & Koresaar 2011; Ruusmann 2007; Keller 2004; Vosu
& Kannike 2011; Vosu & Soovili-Sepping 2012).

At present the collaboration of Estonian archaeology, ethnology/anthropol-
ogy, semiotics, folkloristics, communication studies, religious studies, landscape
studies and contemporary cultural studies is carried out under the auspices of
the Centre of Excellence in Cultural Theory (CECT) established in 2008. This
pan-institutional research hub has enabled, among other things, a closer inter-
disciplinary approach to material culture studies within Estonia and across the
Baltic states.

Simplifying things

Contrary to Appadurai’s hallmark text from the mid-1980s, the selection of re-
search in this volume represents the work of scholars based in eight countries
which encompass ten different academic institutions. Historically, the topics
of the essays range from the Late Bronze Age to topical contemporary debates.
Geographically, the scope is quite international since the case studies included
herein cover Eastern and Western Europe, Scandinavia, the far eastern edges of
Canada and India as well as West Africa.

Despite some overlap, the sections represent the categories for four major
areas of interest within the study of material culture: everyday domesticity and
vernacular settings; projects dealing with archaeological records and/or deep
historical issues; approaches influenced by theories of consumption and museum
collection ethnology; and finally, socio-textual analyses considering cultures of
waste and new technologies. By no means do these provide an exhaustive com-
pilation. They do, however, cover a wide gamut of current research and interest
on the cultural histories of the material world.
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The collection begins with Soft objects — a section whose chapters advocate
a flexible, non-dogmatic approach, at least in Hal Foster’s (2002) sense of the
benefits inherent in soft theory.® We are thus confronted with ambiguous objects.
Or put differently, we revel in the stuff of reverie. We also face projects concerned
with the tangibility of an ethnographic present, the placed matter of a contem-
porary moment drawn towards methodological experimentation (Labrum &
Laviolette 2009). Prominent themes include domesticity, entropy and subversion
(Riggins), the sensuous chronicling of mobile objects (Cubero), fantasy, political
ideology and reality (Mackay). These are poetic and personal stories, in which the
senses are important conceptually and an anti-establishment attitude towards ac-
cepting conventions at face value is significant epistemologically. We start with a
chapter by someone who has an exceptionally well established track-record when
it comes to writing about things. Earlier in his career, Stephen H. Riggins edited
the compilation The Socialness of Things (1994) when he published “Fieldwork
in the living room: an auto-ethnographic essay”. This visionary exercise in the
thick-description of vernacular possessions, provided a systematic methodology
for gathering information about the relationship between the self and objects
displayed in homes. His chapter here is a condensed methodological effort to
update his exemplary, socio-semiotic approach.

Informed by recent advances in material culture studies, Riggins comple-
ments his earlier contribution with a sociologically reinvigorated perspective.
He peppers his revised methodology with a detailed domestic ethnography of a
young artist and writer influenced by the punk scene. It is wide reaching in its
collaborative and visually informed style (cf Drazin & Frohlich 2007). Further,
it is not only timely in dealing with the entropic dimensions of ‘homework’ and
the longevity of materiality but also because of its subversive play (Crang 2012). It
is equally significant in that it discusses an array of material culture scholarship,
providing extensive terminological definitions and an engaging overview on the
history of material culture fieldwork.

Next follows another ethnographic piece, this time one that traces the mate-
rial meanderings of diasporic sounds. Carlo A. Cubero addresses the different
meanings and uses the kora (an African harp) assumes when it goes through
transnational networks. Since 2009 he has been carrying out sporadic periods
of participant observation research in Western Europe amongst West African
musicians. Cubero’s chapter considers the complex identities of this community,
arguing for a perspective where the multivalency of objects mirrors the subjective
multivalency of transnational migrants. Methodologically, he contextualises the
piece within ethnographic cinema and presents the different ways in which docu-
mentary film-making informs his research project. Enticing to a synaesthetic
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range of our senses, this narrative layering brings out the ‘glocal’ life history of the
kora. Moreover, the chapter emphasises the instrument’s qualities as an adaptive,
creative, mobile and socialising fabrication.

Also sensitive to the materiality of soundscapes, Rowan Mackay’s essay dis-
cusses the relationship between tangible and intangible things within culture. By
focussing on a particularly impalpable thing, ‘the American Dream, she produces
some interesting reflections on the value of the intangible. Her findings resonate
with those of Eugene Halton some 20 years previously when he commented cyni-
cally on how mega-technical media representations of democracy “transformed
the American vision of autonomy into the dream of automatic culture and kitsch”
(Halton 1994, 309). In its consumerist dimension, the myth that is the American
Dream itself critically involves the acquisition and procurement of things.

Mackay relies on Theo Van Leeuwen’s ideas on the socio-semiotics of contem-
porary visual communication. Especially pertinent are his thoughts on integrat-
ing together the study of semiotic modes and normative discourses as well as
moving from uni-modal accounts towards multi-modal approaches which blend
language, image and music. Mackay thus heeds that we seek to comprehend such
modes in more sensual veins, celebrating — instead of fearing - the difficulties
of translation.

The three chapters in the section Stoic stories share a concern for a narrative
subject matter which is arduous and touchy. Tough to take in, they border on
the stoical, even though this is for quite different reasons. In the first two pieces
we have a stoicism of the everyday. Whether through the encapsulated trauma in
the memories of migration for Nylund Skog, or the heritage value of stones in an
age of droll tales in Muhonen, these essays weigh heavily on our understanding
of mnemonic things with an aptitude for transgressing the past. The implications
behind Salo-Mattila’s grand history of a partitioning screen are similar, even if
this object’s prestigiousness conceals some of the attributes and properties of its
vernacular significance. When doing research on experiences of living as a Jew in
Sweden, Susanne Nylund Skog found that diasporic belonging is often mirrored
in the artefacts that are regarded as meaningful and worthy of memorialising
by the narrators. Her chapter explores this topic by investigating how a female
migrant, in her narrative and use of things (material and imaginative), positions
herself in a Jewish diaspora while simultaneously creating and maintaining her
own identity. Overall, Nylund Skog’s essay uncovers how memories of migration
and experiences of living in diaspora materialise into vernacular epics, revealing
some of the ways in which identities and relocated communities are maintained
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as well as reproduced in the dialectical process of narrating the materialisation
of migration.

One of the intriguingly serendipitous sides to folk belief is how it often ren-
ders mundane things into objects with remarkably surprising qualities and vice-
versa (Orange & Laviolette 2010). Objects or matter of the most commonplace
sort become intertwined into ritual praxis as well as incorporated into narrativ-
ised mythologies. Timo Muhonen’s chapter addresses one of the simplest objects
within the sphere of Finnish-Karelian folk belief - an unworked stone. Even
this, when viewed in its own cultural context, transpires to be laden with both
intrinsic and transposed power. This power was harnessed to serve objectives
related to such diverse walks of life as, for example, cattle herding, love affairs
and healing. His examples attest to an anachronistic and oversimplifying way in
which archaeology often perceives many stone remains. Frequently viewed in
their totality, as unchanging cairn structures with a single function, Muhonen
follows a different line in suggesting how it might be more accurate to acknowl-
edge a more complex interpretation based on the biographical meaning of the
units which make up these types of larger structures. Flipping the convention,
he implies that the significance of a single stone in a cairn might have been equal
to, or even exceeded, the significance assigned to the aggregate.

Sticking with the Finnish-Nordic theme but returning to a more contempo-
rary style of historical analysis, we conclude this section with a chapter by Kirsti
Salo-Mattila who traces the biography of the Empress Screen (1885). She starts by
outlining the screen’s origins and symbolic roles through its process of design and
embroidery. The screen is shown to breathe European culture. It pictures the his-
tory and vitality of a nation loyal to the Emperor. Set in contrast with other gifts
given to the Emperor and Empress during their visit to Helsinki, which overtly
reflected Finnish nationalism, Salo-Mattila demonstrates that the circles behind
the screen were more closely aligned with politically liberal European ideologies.

She concludes by discussing the division of labour in the realisation of the
screen. The ideal of William Morris to combine design and implementation in
one creative person was in conflict with reality even in the Arts and Crafts move-
ment. In the late 19th century, crafts did not try to approach art as much in the
person of the maker as within the traditional division of labour. Especially in
embroidery, the difference between a male ‘head’ and female ‘hands” was clear,
and it was generally understood that the creativity of handicraft was in the im-
plementation of the artist’s intention. Via the Empress Screen’s life-history, Salo-
Mattila thus reveals it as an embodiment of such thinking, offering a compelling
account of how changing ideologies were being objectified and gifted to the elite.
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Consuming and the collectable is a second-hand knowledge section. In the sense
that it examines such issues as when amateur bricoleurs become connoisseurs,
or when consuming and collecting are inverted, it presents work that is both
archetypal to material culture studies yet peripheral enough to stretch some
boundaries. Featuring four essays, it is the longest section in the book. With the
first (Cristache), buying and vending are conflated in an East European context
where capitalism sits uncomfortably. The subsequent chapter (Kurvits) equally
places consumption (this time of knowledge) outside its zone of familiarity. There
is also an intended symmetry here in that after these two chapters dealing with
post-Soviet states, the next two are similar in confronting hot-capitalism rather
than cold-war issues, even though they raise very different tensions - psychology
and design (Immonen) and post-colonial appropriation (Ngully).

Engaging with the growing literature on the consumption of worn clothing
worldwide, Maria Cristache’s contribution is especially pertinent in that it has
taken place within a neglected area (i.e. Eastern Europe). She interprets ethno-
graphically the nascent community of ‘vintage lovers’ in Bucharest. Making bold
claims for the importance of nostalgia without memory, as well as for the quest of
authenticity in consumption patterns amongst buyers and specialist sellers, she
focuses on an emerging community of vendors/buyers whose rules and practices
are still in the process of consolidation. She explores how this community deline-
ates vintage from both mainstream fashion and second-hand style; how consum-
ers of vintage deal with issues raised by accessibility and scarcity (Norris 2012).
In identifying how original items of clothing are combined with accessories and
new garments, Cristache thus points towards a hybrid type of consumption which
merges a pronounced experiential character with minimal mnemonic traces.

Roosmarii Kurvits’ chapter interprets the evolution of the visual form of
newspapers in the context of information consumption. Her analysis is based
on the core Estonian-language newspapers from their introduction at the be-
ginning of the 19th century. She reminds us that this media, intended for news
transmission, is more than a source of information but also, a la McLuhan, its
material container. Readers deduce how to consume the contents of newspapers
from their very appearance and physical format. Hence, the visual presentation
of information (e.g. page size, topical sequence, habits of segmentation and illus-
tration) crucially provides cues, expected reading paths and triggers for keeping
our attention. In short, the visual form of the newspaper directs us on how to use
it, acting as an implicit guide for information consumption. Kurvits’ contribu-
tion demonstrates how during the last two centuries the visual form of Estonian
newspapers has become increasingly intensive in assisting readers and guiding
their informational choices. She concludes that the visual form or the package
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of information becomes dominant, whereby the content is produced to fit into
pre-made news templates which have become ends in themselves.

The relationship between individuality and consumer products has been a
long-debated issue. The Lacanian concept of interpassivity, especially in the form
as it appears in the works of Slavoj Zizek, potentially provides a new take on the
discussion. Through this framework, Visa Immonen approaches the Jordan In-
dividual range of toothbrushes, some of them marked with signs of gender. From
an archaeology of contemporary design point of view, he distinguishes three
narratives in toothbrush histories: the first, an evolutionary tale of technologi-
cal progress; the second addresses the practices in which toothbrushes function
to bring forth modern notions of individuality; and the third discovers desire
present in the practices and implements of oral hygiene.

Individuality and its relation to desire, not to mention consumer behaviour,
opens up connections between the senses, the material culture of design and
psychoanalysis (Marcoux & Howse 2006). In fact, analysed through interpas-
sivity, the claim of individuality in mass products gains discordant currency,
although the materiality of toothbrushes also resists too simplified applications
of the concept. Immonen combines the design of the Jordan Individual series
with traditional gender signs, providing a key point of reference: that of a securely
sedimented place for the consumer to make the product part of an inter-passive
arrangement, materialising routine.

Meripeni Ngully’s chapter discusses a concrete and layered case study dealing
with colonial collecting. It begins with the historical complexity of India’s Naga
Hill people whose territory is south of the state of Assam, in-between Bangladesh
and Burma. Ngully’s story brings us to these outermost north-eastern reaches
via the biographical profiling of John Henry Hutton and Oxford’s Pitt Rivers
Museum. Such a topic provides an apt resume for this section since it aligns
itself closely with a body of research that has widened considerably since Talad
Asad’s critical reflections (Asad 1973; Gosden et al 2007). Themes such as cultural
ownership, museum repatriation and an attention to the workings of the heritage
industry as well as over Empire building processes are certainly near the core of
the material culture ethos.

What is especially astute in Ngully’s contribution is to point out how Hutton’s
career as a collector should not be segregated from the politics of academic an-
thropology. Nor can it be understood without considering the needs of both the
Pitt Rivers Museum and inter-state tensions more generally. Hutton’s collections
of Naga artefacts thus provide an archive in tangible form - a material docu-
mentation - of his own experience, entangled as it was in intricate hierarchical
networks of compromise, status and power.
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The final section, Waste and technologies, is about dystopia and the material
fashioning of new social discourses. Collectively, the legacy of projects that play
with the idea of transforming waste has pushed the limits of the life-cycle analysis
of materiality; such research has brought forth evidence which reconstructs the
deconstructivist framework of iconoclastic destruction and despair. So for exam-
ple, abandoned buildings become sites for installation work and discarded objects
the source material for ‘recyclia’ artists (Baird & Laviolette 2011). As such, waste
itself takes on positive elements of theoretical value. These conceptual ways of
reminding ourselves of our ‘puritanically’ influenced Western world-view about
waste largely arose in the late 1960s and early 1970s, through such ideas as Mi-
chael Thompson’s valuations of rubbish in the UK and William Rathje’s garbology
in the USA. The two first papers here are textually reflexive conceptualisations
which follow in this vein, a literary archaeology (Glaser) and a semiotic reflection
(Gramigna). Appropriately enough, we then finish with a case study dealing with
Estonian cultural perceptions (Raudsepp & Rdmmer). As an examination into
futuristic discourses of social reproduction and material realities of power, it is
also a fitting chapter to bring the anthology to a close since it is the only fully
co-authored piece, mirroring Riggins’ semi-collaborative début essay.

Drawing together theoretical approaches from a triumvirate of literary, ethi-
cal and material culture studies, Brigitte Glaser’s chapter provides a new reading
of the work of Margaret Atwood and Ronald Wright. By examining two of their
novels (Oryx and Crake and A Scientific Romance respectively) she argues that
most scholarly explorations of these two stories have emphasised topics con-
nected with their ‘science fiction’ layer. Her own reading places the focus on two
interconnected and hitherto neglected themes: i) the representation of what is
left behind, that is, objects once denoting civilisation but which have turned
into rubbish; and ii) the projection by these authors of a new form of alterity,
the recognition of which is required of the protagonists in the process of their
adjustment to the dystopian surroundings.

Combining the approaches of Appadurai and Thompson with more recent
work by Emmanuel Lévinas (on ethics of deconstruction), Glaser connects the
themes of waste and radical otherness. With regard to the new functions assigned
to them in the post-materialist and post-consumerist worlds, which characterise
the dystopian settings of the two novels, she examines objects representing the
dailiness of human life rather than great achievements of human kind. Further-
more, she raises the question of humankind’s fate in a post-apocalyptic setting
as depicted in these novels and as related to the status of things.

Moving on to less literary but more literal conceptions of waste, we have
Remo Gramigna’s chapter on the lavatory. The contemporary toilet represents a
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conspicuous part of the daily cleanliness liturgy in occidental societies, featuring
a great deal in our everyday ‘taskscape’ He contends that the WC is a meaningful
microcosm insofar as it provides clues for understanding the structural relation-
ship between many categories: nature and culture, the perception of the human
body and its bodily wastes, as well as the collective representations of dirt and
cleanliness embedded in things. His chapter builds a semiotic approach to toilets
which combines three theoretical concepts: Mary Douglas’ notion of dirt; Juri
Lotman’s conception of boundary; and Tim Ingold’s dwelling perspective. From
these, Gramigna suggests that toilets function as mechanisms of translation be-
tween nature and culture for the ‘dweller’ who lives and perceives the landscape,
inasmuch as it renders culturally acceptable that which is considered disgusting.
The lavatory makes dirt clean, purifies the body via concealment, occlusion,
ablution, daily tasks, processes and routines which translate what is meant to be
‘natural’ or ‘organic’ into a cultural phenomenon.

Exiting the loo, the volume draws to a close by taking us to a 21st century
kitchen table. Maaris Raudsepp and Andu Rémmer’s contribution stays with
familiar themes in this section such as dystopia, disgust and the anticipation for
techno-fix solutions to environmental issues. In examining the bio-mechanical
world, they focus on some sensitive processes of social representation in terms of
the design applications and public perceptions of such things as food production
through genetically modified organisms (GMOs). For them, the drama of the
personal biography of things lies in the uncertainties of valuation and of identity.
In the case of some new technologies, uncertainty is culturally constructed as
the blurred boundary between the ‘natural’ and the ‘unnatural’ Relying on Serge
Moscovici’s description of the trajectory of an ideological innovation in society,
from a scientific idea into widely known social representation, Raudsepp and
Rdmmer show how technological innovations entering into public use evoke
similar representational activity and symbolic processes of collective coping.
Hence their study reveals some of the ways in which modern biotechnologies
produce near-fictional objects with hidden and partly unknown properties. These
are socially constructed in terms of both possibility and risk. GMO crops are thus
good exemplars of that new breed of objects to evoke strong and heated responses
- appearing unmistakably on the scene of public controversy.

Stories and how they are stored in things

Having skimmed over the intellectual landscape of material culture studies, let us
briefly consider the research directions which best apply to the present volume’s
chapters. Picking up from pages 17-18, the impact of continental social theory is
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relevant to four overlapping areas: i) the heightened attention to everyday life; ii)
the marked interest in the body as a social technology; iii) concerns for dystopia
and iconoclastic aesthetics; and iv) an on-going fascination with biographical
narratives and textual storytelling. A fundamental tension here has been the
identification of a certain epistemological paradox within the material culture
arena itself: that language is necessary for interpretation yet impedes true under-
standing of the material realm. Semiotics, hermeneutics and other language-like
conceptual frameworks have made contemporary material culture studies pos-
sible, establishing some analytical tools to help comprehend, decipher and make
sense of the tangible world.

The systematic application of structural and post-structural methods to the
object world was certainly part of identifying the material culture niche (Tilley
1990; Gottdiener 1995). Notable in defining and drawing these strands together
was Roland Barthes who analysed the role that certain everyday items of popular
culture play in the creation of French identity. For instance, by examining a series
of globally influential holiday guides, he could argue against the notion that these
items were products for enhancing one’s appreciation of travel (Barthes 1957).
Nor, he claimed, did they act as educational devices in the service of increasing
one’s cultural capital, perceptive abilities or geographical awareness. Through a
series of such object analyses, including fashion and photography, Barthes helped
inspire a movement that would reveal the extent to which many materialised
grand narratives were blinding agents, directing civil liberties and free thought
away from the everyday.

Once there was an uncovering of the subtle ways in which what was ‘real’
in the mundane history of human experience was actually masked or camou-
flaged, the micro-politics of the everyday suddenly became a site for manifest-
ing democratic power. In tandem, the domestic became a bountiful terrain for
research (Douglas & Isherwood 1979; Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton 1981).
Undoubtedly numerous other factors were at play. Noteworthy, the influential
thoughts about public and private space by Walter Benjamin as well as the mid-
20th century Mass Observation Project in Britain. Together these also contrib-
uted to better understanding, and thus being better equipped to critique, the
material regimes of authority.

From the perspective of the everyday, semiotics or hermeneutic approaches
therefore proved to be powerful. They offered accessible and direct means for
scrutinising technologies of control — they provided a system for challenging
normative uses of oppressive material systems. But there has been a diversity of
anthropological questions over whether object-focused interests would neces-
sarily exclude the natural/biological world, humans included. In the mid-20th
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century, this was still the established position put forth by those such as John
Hutton (1944) who largely discarded human beings as ‘items’ of material culture.
But with the ontological realisations that, as a seat for observation, the human
body is one of the most direct and immediate features of everyday experience,
several factions in the community of cultural theory have compellingly argued
to the contrary (Jackson 1996).

Already in Entangled Objects (1991), Nicholas Thomas had anticipated the area
of scholarship which has significantly begun to focus on the senses, the body, mo-
tion and emotion. That is, to question how our visceral reactions co-exist along-
side, respond to and impact upon elements of the material world. “As socially and
culturally salient entities, objects change in defiance of their material stability.
The category to which a thing belongs, the emotion and judgment it prompts,
and the narrative it recalls, are all historically reconfigured” (Thomas 1991, 125).
There is indeed a burgeoning of research done under the rubric of material cul-
ture studies that currently focuses not only on the senses and emotion but on our
kinetic experiences of the world. The theoretical frameworks and methodologies
for such studies are at the earlier stages of instituting themselves however. But in
terms of the movement of things, a more established set of research guidelines
has had time to refine itself over the past dozen years, ever since the conceptual
tools (developed more abstractly in the 1980s and 1990s) for studying human-
thing relationships were put into ethnographic practice and refined as a result.

Given the indivisibility of the subject-object node, which includes the notion
that all objects have biographies, then when people move, the biographies of their
possessions (and other objects they have with them) change. The investment of
accumulated experience onto these moving things will in turn not only change
a person’s or group’s identity but has considerable impact on the world. Heritage,
migration and tourism studies have been areas where such concepts have been
especially well disseminated (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998). In material terms,
movement implies boundaries, pathways, people and power. Thomas’ (1991)
metaphor that all these issues are inevitably entangled thus has its own legacy of
being played with by numerous authors interested in how (C/)culture unavoid-
ably gets entrapped into discussions regarding aesthetics, agency, creativity and
civilisation (Gell 1998; Hallam & Ingold 2007).

Discussions about art and aesthetics have been so vast that whole areas of
ethnographic film/photography and visual culture studies, which equally fall
under the rubric of material culture studies, have themselves formed various sub-
fields (Banks & Morphy 1997; Forty & Kiichler 1999). New media technologies,
from the radio or the Internet through to specific social networking forums, have
also been the subject of fascinating ethnographic case studies. These fit into a
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recently growing hybrid category of media/digital anthropology (Horst & Miller
2012). Conceptually, these topical issues and debates about creativity are a move
forward from what had eventually become an excessively pessimistic iconoclasm
of earlier takes on aesthetics and technological developments.

Coda

Trying to evoke the aegis of a Horace Walpole to provide some concluding wis-
dom for this introduction proves difficult. Struggling over names of people who
certainly know a thing or two about things reveals a vast list of characters who are
all so directly involved in shaping the field. Indeed, there is always a lot missing in
any compendium. For instance, the lack in explicitly considering gifts, reciprocity
or the more purist forms of economic exchange and macro-processes of com-
moditisation. Yet hopefully the reader will agree that a certain unconventionality
allows the chapters which follow to claim a place in the realm of experimentation
and methodological innovation. And as a serendipitous forum, the volume points
in the direction of topical/futurist possibilities.

So the tautological circularity arising out of the observation that things exist
as much in culture as cultures exist in things is at least semi-deliberate. Regard-
less, the point is that the adage concerning the potential for people to make
things as much as for things to make people, itself risks misappropriation. Or
at least to be taken for granted in its universalising appeal, becoming a vacu-
ous epistemological mantra. Hence, every now and then it becomes necessary
to re-highlight the ethno-specificities - the socio-culturalness of objects as it
were. Consequently, despite the diversity and complex layers of the following
case studies, they provide a contemporary glimpse into the textual fascination
with the storying of things.

The intention for this book is therefore to present a set of chapters inspired by,
and which often return to, the creative elements inherent to ethno-semiotics, her-
meneutics and literary theory. In being sensitive to recent developments within
narratology studies, whilst still returning to those classic semiotic and biography
of things texts,” the idea is to continue restoring the balance between the solidity
of things and the ephemerality of stories.
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tions. In their words: “[...] for some years now there have been pleas for celebrating such
unsystematic dimensions of research as aimless rambling and random reading. This trend
is encapsulated in the buzzword serendipity, the art of not knowing what you are looking
for, and the celebration of creative wild thinking. Yet such labels conceal the cumulative
and systematic dimensions of even seemingly anarchistic analytical work” (2010, 218;
emphasis in original).

2 See also Quiggin’s preface to Haddon 1945.

3 Amongst them the Matiére d Penser lab led by Pierre Lemmonier and Jean-Pierre
Warnier as well as the field of Science & Technology Studies (STS) epitomised in the figure
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7 See for instance Kopytoft 1986; Riggins 1994; Hoskins 1998; Dorleijn et al 2010.
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The natural order is decay:
the home as an ephemeral art project

Stephen Harold Riggins

Touchy objects: the ethics of research

Although the ‘linguistic turn’ in the social sciences has been influential in North
American sociology, the ‘object turn’ has had little impact other than in fields
such as science and technology studies, and research on consumption. In general,
sociology has always emphasized human interaction rather than human-object
interaction. This has occurred even though the very term ‘symbolic interaction-
ism, which dates back to the late 1930s, should have sensitized sociologists to
human-object interaction. People are almost always perceived among objects
and in various degrees of association with them. In that sense we are never alone.
Domestic artifacts are doubly important for the relationship between self and
society, which was the focus of symbolic interactionists and dramaturgical soci-
ologists. It is typical that no sociologist or anthropologist, to my knowledge, has
written about the visual subtleties of objects as perceptively as the novelist James
Agee (1941). Novelists were aware of objects as agents long before actant-network
theory. Examples can be found, for instance, in Nathalie Sarraute’s book Tropisms:

Objects were very wary of him and had been for a long time, ever since, as
a little child, he had begged their favor, had tried to attach himself to them,
to cling to them, to warm himself, they had refused to ‘play, to become what
he had wanted to make of them, ‘poetic memories’ of childhood. They had
been brought to heel, these objects had, being well trained, they had the un-
obtrusive, anonymous look of well-schooled servants; they knew their place
and they refused to answer him [...].

Clinging to the wall, sidewise, through fear of being indiscreet, he would
look through the clear panes into downstairs rooms in which green plants
on china saucers had been set in the window, and from where, warm, full,
heavy with a mysterious denseness, objects tossed him a small part - to him
too, although he was unknown and a stranger - of their radiance; where the

Kannike, A. & Laviolette, P. (eds) (2013) Things in Culture, Culture in Things. Approaches to
Culture Theory 3, 36-57. University of Tartu Press, Tartu.
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corners of a table, the door of a sideboard, the straw seat of a chair emerged
from the half-light and consented to become for him, mercifully for him,
too, since he was standing there waiting, a little bit of his childhood (Sarraute

1963 [1939], 66—67).

“Fieldwork in the living room: an auto-ethnographic essay” (Riggins 1994, see
also Riggins 1990) was an early attempt to provide a systematic methodology
for gathering information about the relationship between the self and objects
displayed in homes. The research was quite intrusive in the personal lives of
participants, which was less problematic twenty years ago. Procedures which
could be followed today in order to obtain ethics approval for such a project will
be outlined in this paper. My early terminology will be updated in view of recent
advances in material culture studies. In conclusion, the revised methodology will
be illustrated with a case study of the apartment of a Canadian visual artist, poet
and experimental musician influenced by the 1970s punk subculture.

My original advice was that researchers begin interviews by finding some-
thing in a living room which would seem to attract a visitor’s attention and then
systematically proceed throughout the rest of the room. I thought that skipping
from wall to wall or object to object which were widely dispersed would compli-
cate the interview. For readers to imaginatively reconstruct a room, decoration
has to be described in the same systematic manner. Photography was considered
an essential tool, although the photographs need not be of professional quality.
No outside observer can produce a verbal account of a domestic interior which is
both objective and subjective without the aid of photographs. It is not possible to
immediately notice or to remember all the nuances which will eventually inter-
est an investigator. David Halle’s book (1993) about the display of popular and
fine art in homes was abundantly illustrated. More recently, Annemarie Money
(2007) and Rachel Hurley (2006) have made similar claims about the necessity of
working with photographs. It is my insistence on sharing unaltered photographs
with readers and my eliciting intimate personal stories from interviewees that can
lead to hurdles in obtaining ethics approval.! Friends, family, and acquaintances
can easily identify living rooms through photographs. (But let us also recognize
that since decoration evolves — more rapidly for some people than others - not
all living rooms are identifiable for a long period of time.)

Few people have agonized over the ethical issues of writing about private
homes as much as James Agee in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. This did not
stop him, some eighty years ago, from secretly itemizing the objects in drawers
when poor Alabama farmers were out in the fields. That contemporary research-
ers investigating objects have reflected about ethical issues is clear in the way
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they have carefully chosen interviewees and topics. The most common solutions
are to write about oneself (Fiske 1990; Lively 2002; Wood & Beck 1994), to write
about family members (Bourdieu 1984; Davidson 2009), to concentrate on the
deceased (Saisselin 1985; Schlereth 1982; Ulrich 2001), or the poor and powerless
(Agee 1941). Daniel Miller (2008) changes informants’ names and characteristics.
Annemarie Money (2007) blurs the faces in displays of photographs of family
members and friends. Marianne Gullestad (1984) illustrates the chapter on living
rooms in her book Kitchen-Table Society with photographs of homes belong-
ing to people who did not participate in her study. Sarah Pink (2004) does not
share her video ‘tours’ of homes with the public. Ian Woodward (2001) picks
interviewees who are culturally sophisticated and thus more sympathetic to the
ideals of objectivity and detachment in the social sciences. It is safer to write the
‘biography’ of a type of object than to document rooms because the former gives
informants anonymity.

I will dwell on only a few details of the ethics policy which concern Canadian
researchers because these guidelines resemble policies in other countries. The
Canadian guidelines are referred to as the Tri-Council Policy because they were
established by three agencies: the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, the
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (2010). Respect for human
dignity is the founding value of the Tri-Council Policy.

Research based on “personal reflections and self-study” do not require ethics
approval. “Auto-ethnography” is specifically cited as an example. Other excep-
tions include studies of individual politicians, artists, and celebrities; and “consul-
tation to frame or develop the research”. This latter exception is quite important
because it is often not clear when a research project begins. Researchers are given
the right to see if projects are feasible before applying for ethics approval. The
following features of my early research on domestic artifacts are problematic in
view of the Tri-Council Policy.

Privacy and confidentiality. What does informed consent mean, when a
researcher looks for the hidden dimensions of the self-object relationship? If
privacy is impossible, what are my obligations to protect the self of interviewees?
Should I give interviewees ultimate control over my account of their home? What
happens when we disagree about my interpretations or my ‘clinical detachment’
is perceived as criticism or ridicule? What if my account makes social inequality
seem even more painful? If I let my interviewees control my text, am I guilty of
contributing to their impression management by allowing false claims or mis-
perceptions to reach a larger public?
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Benefits to participants. My research was motivated by theoretical issues
in sociology, more specifically symbolic interactionist theory. There was never
a concern about its benefits for participants, although some of my observations
may have had practical value to interior decorators or manufacturers. I did not
even try to imagine what these benefits might have been. Perhaps interviewees
experienced my visits as empowering or following the interview they had a bet-
ter understanding of themselves. People are flattered when social scientists think
their opinions matter.

Risks to participants. The risks to interviewees are more obvious than the
benefits. Tensions within families can be exposed. The same is true for ‘deviant’
activities and non-standard family forms. Could I formulate my project so that
I secretly interview people about their homes? Covert research is possible if the
ethics board is convinced the research topic is socially significant and that no
alternative to covert research is available. But who in their right mind would
actually think that the study of living rooms holds such significance for the pub-
lic that it should be undertaken through covert means? Carrying on informal
conversations in order to secretly interview people about their home is also time-
consuming. It would not be possible to publish photographs. Crucial artifactual
or biographical details would have to be altered. This is obviously not a solution.

Are there other options? The pessimistic conclusion would be no, nothing is
left except for the discourse analysis of passages in realistic novels which depict
character through material artifacts. I could now think of the public good of my
research in terms of what I have to offer novelists. I can help them write more
sociologically nuanced descriptions of domestic interiors. I would not be the first
sociologist who has worked as a spy on behalf of novelists. I find this an appeal-
ing topic, sociology as a source of esoteric underground knowledge for novelists.
Unfortunately, it is not the kind of symbolic interactionist study of lived reality
that I had envisioned.

The practice I advocate is to allow participants to be co-researchers or col-
laborators. This is motivated by both ethical and practical considerations. The
unfortunate aspect of this practice is that I will have to restrict the study of living
rooms to people who are culturally sophisticated, although this is contrary to the
socially inclusive research explicitly advocated by the Tri-Council Policy. Again it
must also be recognized that outsiders cannot master the factual and interpretive
detail which is the goal of my analyses. Collaborative researchers should have
fewer reasons to worry about the imagined reactions of their informants.
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Analytical categories for describing domestic objects

My original terminology was based on general concepts in semiotics, Goffman
(1951; 1959; 1963; 1974), Baudrillard (1988), Bourdieu (1984), Csikszentmihalyi
and Rochberg-Halton (1981), Schlereth (1982), etc. The methodology was also a
reaction against the informality of James Agee whose literary skills I admired, but
who was, at best, an amateur sociologist even in the context of the 1930s. I will not
argue that my terminology and procedures are a model for everyone. When so
many academics compete for attention, diverse theories and methods should be
encouraged. In this section I will define my terminology as succinctly as possible
and then suggest additional terms derived from recent research.

Categories of domestic objects. Agency and mode distinguishes between the
active and passive use of objects, that is, between objects which are handled and
objects which are contemplated.

Intrinsically active objects are created by designers/manufacturers so that they
will be physically manipulated. For example, a corkscrew.

Intrinsically passive objects are created to be contemplated. For example, a
painting.

Active mode: Objects which are touched, caressed, or moved within a house-
hold regardless of the intended use by designers and manufacturers.

Passive mode: Objects which are contemplated irrespective of intended use.

A small sculpture used as a paper weight would illustrate the active mode of
an intrinsically passive object.

Normal use: An artifact’s intended use when manufactured.

Alien use: Any non-standard or unanticipated use of objects. The concept
includes found art.

Status objects are semiotically interpreted or manipulated as indices of social
status. ‘Apparent cost’ may be a more useful term than actual cost since the latter
will often not be known with certainty.

Esteem objects symbolize the personal self-esteem an individual has achieved
in the intimate spheres of life such as parenthood or marriage. Displays of greet-
ing cards, for example.

Collective objects represent ties with groups outside the family. National sym-
bols, memorabilia from social movements, etc.

Stigma objects are associated with ‘spoiled’ identities. The most common
stigma objects in living rooms are likely to be associated with aging. Tidying up
a room often means removing stigma objects.
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Disidentifying objects make false claims such as exaggerating status. Fake an-
tiques, for example. Disidentifying objects can be contrasted with what Baudril-
lard called “witnessing objects” which accurately reflect status.

Social facilitators are used by groups of people to turn each other into tem-
porary partners and opponents or to facilitate public demonstrations of skill and
knowledge. Chess pieces, Rubic’s Cube, etc.

Occupational objects: Displays of tools or some material reference to an oc-
cupation. In living rooms they tend to be somewhat atypical, antique, handmade
or constructed in unusual dimensions.

Indigenous objects: Objects made locally in contrast to exotic objects.

Time indicators: Any sign of time in the decoration such as stylistic features
of objects which date them.

Temporal homogeneity refers to a room in which most of the objects have
been made at approximately the same time.

Temporal heterogeneity refers to combinations of artifacts from different his-
torical eras. The category reveals information about the self’s position in time;
attitudes toward history, tradition, change and continuity; and the active presence
of several generations in the house.

Size and proportions: The potential interpretation of objects is influenced by
their size. Objects of non-standard size or proportion carry a different meaning
than do those of customary size. Miniaturization and monumentality represent
the extremes of the category.

Way of production distinguishes between handmade and machine-made
objects.

Display syntax. Co-location: The meanings of artifacts are influenced by the
qualities of the surrounding or co-located objects. The same artifact may elicit
radically different readings depending upon the setting in which it is displayed.

Highlighting: Displays of objects in any manner which attracts attention.
Hanging objects at eye level, framing pictures or artifacts, putting plants on plant
stands, setting something at the center of a mantelpiece, putting one antique in
a contemporary setting, etc.

Understating refers to any technique of display which deflects attention away
from an artifact.

Clustering: Artifacts are clustered if they are grouped together. This style of
display may highlight a group of objects.

Dispersing refers to objects scattered in space. This display technique may
highlight individual objects.

Status consistency: Objects in a living room which convey the same level of
status. All are apparently costly or inexpensive.
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Status inconsistency: Living rooms which combine the apparently costly and
inexpensive.

Degree of conformity: The extent to which a living room conforms to the cur-
rent tacit rules of interior decoration.

Referencing: An interviewee’s comments which are about the history, aesthet-
ics or customary use of objects.

Mapping: An interviewee’s comments in which displayed objects are used as
a way of talking about his or her social network.

Flavor: All of the preceding categories should be seen as subcategories of
flavor, which is similar to ‘atmosphere’ or ‘character’ Flavor refers to taste, a sense
which for most people is less well developed than sight. Flavor also refers to a
range of identifiable but elusive qualities whose reality is undeniable. Examples:
cozy, conservative, impersonal, chaotic, formal, casual, deprived, bohemian, nos-
talgic, extravagant, etc.

Some of these concepts have appeared in research about living room decora-
tion, artifacts in the bedrooms of infants and teenagers, the display of domestic
artifacts in claiming an ethnic identity, objects highlighted on mantelpieces, and
the spectacle of empty beer bottles in student residences (Hurley 2006; Mitchell
& Reid-Walsh 2002; Pike 2004). Emmison and Smith (2000) ask their readers to
look for examples of these terms in realist literature. However, to my knowledge,
no one has methodically used these terms in their research. In his outstanding
article about “epiphany objects” which symbolize an interviewee’s personal taste
or experience, [an Woodward comments on my methodology:

While (Riggins’) categories of domestic objects are useful and original, by
their exhaustive nature they end up being restrictive and practically inflexible.
Additionally, to reach the theoretical standards set by Riggins would seem
to require granting the researcher near unregulated access to the domestic
setting — this may be the reason why Riggins’ model is apparently based
substantially on his family home (Woodward 2001, 131).

Indeed, my aim was to be exhaustive. The flaw in the original terminology is that
it does not fully exhaust the dimensions of domestic artifacts. In my opinion,
Woodward has to some extent misunderstood my methodology. These terms
are flexible. The classification of an object depends on how it is used and on the
narrative given by the interviewee. Thus one object can easily illustrate more than
one category. My interviews do not require “unregulated access” to the home.
They are admittedly more intrusive than asking about a few epiphany objects.?
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Woodward (2006; 2007) gathers collaborating evidence from the narratives in-
terviewees tell about their domestic artifacts. Narrative inconsistencies might tell
us something about the anxiety of shopping, but my procedure concentrates on
domestic objects themselves and I do not consider interviewees to be ‘the expert’
on their personal lives or possessions.

Proof of fate and love

My original terminology was developed while writing about the last residences
of two elderly couples. Not surprisingly, then, I underestimated the degree to
which living rooms evolve. At the time I interviewed my mother, she had lived in
the same home for fifty years. The size of the living room as well as the location
of windows and doorways severely limited decorating options. The furniture
was too heavy to be easily moved except for things like light-weight metal TV
trays (or snack tables). Pauline Garvey (2001) has published an excellent study
showing that rearranging furniture is an inexpensive way of redecorating for
some people. Although my original categories included time indicators (tempo-
ral homogeneity), few things pointed to the future or to a distant past. A yellow
armchair in the living room was actually a reupholstered wedding present to my
parents. Since all of the furniture was old, care and repair of domestic objects is
a topic which should have been pursued. If I were to repeat the interview today,
I would also raise questions about the way the home allowed an elderly person
to be independent but at the cost of social isolation.

To my knowledge, there was no negotiation in planning the decoration when
the last major change occurred circa 1968. Mother made all the major decisions.
Negotiation is more common in young families today. Conflict over planning a
home is one of the most difficult topics to explore in interviews. Insight requires
interviewing family members separately, but again ethical problems arise about
how much of this conflict needs to be aired in public. Questions about gifts dis-
played out of a sense of obligation were never raised in my interview. The discus-
sion would have been about my gifts. A couple of things were gifts to on€’s self.
Mother bought for herself a German cuckoo clock, and a hand-painted teapot
from Bavaria at a next-door neighbor’s estate sale. I did not think of explicitly
asking about the topic until much later when I read Annemarie Money (2007,
361). I should also have asked about objects as signifiers of occasions (Money
2007, 372). I was primarily concerned with objects as signifiers of relationships.
The cut glass and china in a display case might have elicited stories about occa-
sions. As I am not a cook, no questions were raised about family dinners. Another
mistake. Sarah Pink (2004) is correct that we need to pay more attention to the
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sounds, smells, and tactile experiences of homes. But I am reluctant to add these
dimensions except in rare instances for fear of overwhelming readers with too
much detail.

Daniel Miller (2001) and Tanya Davidson (2009) use the concept ‘haunting’
to capture the way buildings are more permanent than their inhabitants. But
the sentimental value of my parents’ home did not come from other residents.
There were no markings from previous residents except for a nearly invisible
child’s name scratched on a window pane. The absence of signs of haunting in
this house could be interpreted as indicating the relative social insignificance of
previous residents. Haunting can also refer to standard stylistic features which
date a building. The living room was more closed to the outside environment than
is typical today, and in my eyes the overhead ceiling light resembled the lighting
in old movie theaters. These are features which made the home less attractive.
Haunting is certainly a topic that merits sustained attention in other research.

Death reshuffles the labels which give domestic objects so much of their
meaning. Following death, some things disappear; new things arrive. The haiku
poet and friend Richard Hendrickson (1999) writes: “family heirlooms/are passed
down the line like genes/proof of fate and love”. This particular home, how-
ever, was resistant to change. In retirement my father’s hobby was making small
wooden toys, model cars, and birdhouses, some of which could easily have been
displayed in the living room. My father’s presence in the living room is muted.
I should have raised the question: Who or what was responsible for his invis-
ibility? Is the answer his modesty, the power of social conventions — not many
people have houses for wrens atop their coffee table (Attfield 1997) — or mother’s
domination? Why was I the person responsible for the two pictures of him which
were displayed in the living and dining room?

The dispersal of domestic artifacts is another process meriting attention. As
Jean-Sébastien Marcoux (2001) shows so eloquently in his study of the Quebec
ritual casser maison, the dispersal of domestic artifacts by the elderly can be
seen as a conscious attempt to live in the memory of family and friends, and is
thus related to the idea of a ‘good death’ Not being able to give things away to
the appropriate person can be distressing. Negotiation may have to take place
because the appropriate person may not want the gift. Although mother was the
kin-keeper of her family and 88 years old when interviewed, she showed little
interest in ‘placing things. That was left to me and to nostalgic shoppers at my
backyard estate sale.
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The random nonsense of existence
by Adam Bradley and Stephen Harold Riggins

Riggins’ partner enjoys speaking with strangers.> At a concert of contemporary
music in Toronto, the volunteer selling refreshments struck up a conversation
with him. The volunteer was Adam Bradley. Although he completed a sociology
degree at the university where Riggins teaches, they had met only once when
Riggins signed an administrative form for Adam. Riggins had no recollection
of this brief encounter. But Newfoundlanders in foreign places like Toronto,
Ontario, have a tendency to associate with each other. Adam was later invited to
participate in a twelve-hour poetry reading which Riggins’ partner organized at
a bar on Queen Street West. Adam stole the show because of the quality of his
poetry and his acting ability. At some point Riggins learned that Adam lived in
an eccentric apartment. Since this kind of dwelling is difficult to find, Adam let
Riggins photograph his home. The basement apartment - at a location different
from the one described in this article — was indeed very eccentric. The decor,
the remnants of a friend’s bankrupt antique store, included a dozen bicycles and
old equipment related to making films and styling hair. Adam is presently an
administrator at the concert society where he volunteered. Riggins systematically
photographed the artifacts in the living room which will now be described and
interviewed Adam on two occasions. Each interview was about two hours long.
Adam also read drafts of the following account and, as will be apparent, corrected
some of Riggins’ misperceptions. Adam requested that one remark in the draft
be removed. His request was honored.

Adam articulates a philosophy which is difficult for some people to hear. For
Riggins, part of the appeal of research on material artifacts is that objects evoke
the past. Of course, everything is eventually destroyed, forgotten, and recreated
in different forms, but in the meantime passively accepting transitoriness seems
inhuman. Adam, in contrast, embraces transitoriness while at the same time cre-
ating an environment that celebrates the self. Neglect and clutter give his version
of transitoriness a shabby appearance. Riggins does not struggle with his personal
biases in writing this description because he appreciates Adam as a visual artist,
poet, and experimental musician. Adam is in his mid-20s but identifies with
the 1970s punk subculture, although he is too young to have experienced the
decade, and finds significance in the street address of his apartment which was
a prominent year in the Toronto punk scene. The apartment, which is located in
Toronto, Canada, has been named ‘Sally Rough’ by one of Adam’s friends. (‘Sally
Ann’ is a colloquial term for the Salvation Army.) But nothing actually comes
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from the Salvation Army. To some extent the apartment is still haunted by its
previous tenants.

I cured this place. When I moved in, it had a horrible smell from the previ-
ous tenants’ cats. I think they were drug addicts and did not take proper care
of the cats. I turned this place around. Most potential tenants immediately
rejected it. It was probably never meant to be a place to live in. It's weird and
solitary. I fell in love with this place.

The apartment is located in the basement of a two-story brick building, appar-
ently built circa 1920, in a working-class neighbourhood which is slowly being
gentrified. At this point in time, the class contrasts along the street are very
noticeable. Adam has lived for the past fifteen months in a basement apartment
which was probably intended to serve as a furnace room. On the ground floor of
the building is a variety store that sits just above the apartment.

The door to Adam’s apartment is at the back of the building. Entrance re-
quires walking into a vest-pocket park accessible to the public at all hours. The
parK’s attractions are a children’s playground and a wading pool. The entrance to
the apartment is down a few concrete steps which on a hot July day are slightly
dusty and covered with a few dry leaves. The screen door has no handle. A hole
has been cut in the screen which serves as a handle for opening and closing the
door. Upon entering, visitors find themselves in a space Riggins calls a kitchen/
bedroom. Since the tenant is from Newfoundland, it might be noted that the
traditional way of entering Newfoundland homes was through the kitchen, which
typically had a daybed. However, this kitchen has a queen-size bed near the stove,
immediately giving the impression of someone living in an inadequate space.
Modern kitchens have become multifunctional open spaces but they are not
combined with bedrooms. Adam’s art works are better displayed on the walls of
the kitchen/bedroom than the casual treatment they receive in the living room.
The art is coloured drawings, made with felt pens (‘sharpies’) and Crayola brand
crayons, on sheets of cardboard and used pizza boxes.

In July 2011 when Riggins first visited, the shouts of children wading in the
pool penetrated through the open door into the kitchen/bedroom and into the
room we shall call the living room/closet. Little in the room conforms to mid-
dle-class conventions of interior decoration except for one characteristic. Liv-
ing rooms tend to be a repository for handmade objects. Adam takes artifacts
normally seen as stigmatizing because they are associated with poverty and uses
them in alien ways that ironically convey high status. Here — with a bit of extrava-
gance and egotism - they are also turned into disidentifying objects, collective
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objects, and occupational objects. In the interview Adam references the objects
by associating them with the philosophy of a youthful counterculture. The main
display technique, clustering, makes it difficult to highlight objects and encour-
ages understating. When he maps the objects in terms of the social relationships
they represent, the talk is about marginal subcultures in new music and art.

Neglect runs through everything in this apartment. There is a rat bite on a
cardboard pizza box in the kitchen. There are organic, damaged elements on
alot of the art I do. Blackberries smeared on one of my art pieces. Bugs buried
in some of them. Things are mortal. I like the idea of impermanence. I don’t
like to glorify art, put it behind glass. I wouldn’t do that. Whatever happens
to my art is real and honest. Things in your life get degraded. I try to do that
in art rather than falsely preserve things.

The living room is rather dark. It is windowless. The main light is a red Chinese
lantern. The ceiling is uneven and low. At its maximum, it is only 6 feet and 2
inches (about 183 cm; ed) high. There are so many objects crowded together in
this room that it is not obvious which one might at first glance attract a visitor’s
attention. Maybe it would be the electrical service panel for fuses and electricity
meters. It is on the wall to the left of the door, at eyelevel, and large with respect to
the size of the room. The panel holds the meters for the entire building. Electrical
service panels, always painted institutional grey, are normally considered utilitar-
ian necessities and hidden in a closet. Here it is in full view. There is perhaps a
certain irony in its prominence. The decoration of the living room is consistent
with the ‘modernist project, as some sociologists call it, in that it is comparatively
individualistic. But if the modern home is understood as a technical terminal
(Putnam 1999), then it is not modern because the television is not the focal
point of the living room and the apartment is not connected to the Internet. The
room seems to be organized in a traditional manner with a central focus which
facilitates conversation. The service panel is decorated with a few promotional
cards for artists. Since they cannot be seen properly from the doorway, the art
will be discussed later.

We do not discuss shopping because Adam does not buy many things. The
furniture is second-hand, ‘snatched up things’ discarded and left on the street
for anyone who might want them or for the garbage collectors. He once carried a
chair home on his back. His friends also sometimes help him carry things home.
The red and orange shag rug comes from a middle-aged friend, an audiophile
fond of taking discarded things from the street, who was convinced to reduce
his possessions. To the left of the doorway separating the kitchen/bedroom and
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the living room/closet are two grey cushions lying flat on the floor. Instead of a
backrest there are three mismatched pillows, beige and brown. Adam brought a
used couch from his previous apartment. But when he realized after two hours of
struggling that it would not fit through the door, the frame was discarded. These
are seats for the young because they are so low. Lodged high in the corner and
barely visible above the Chinese lantern is a tiny staircase from a doll house. It
was found in the parking lot of a nearby thrift store called Value Village. In the
corner is a guitar modified by a local noise artist:

We don't really know each other. I was at a party and he brought tubs and
filing cabinets full of junk and just threw himself on them and broke them.
The acoustic guitar was functional. He played it. A mic cord was attached to
it. But he smashed the back of it. Whatever he has done to it, it makes really
crazy abrasive sounds. It was a violent noise show. There is a positivity which
comes from expending energy. Listeners can vicariously live through the
violence. Everything is so politically correct these days. We are not allowed to
express rage in Canada. I am very fond of the idea of creation in destruction.

Underneath the guitar is a black robe of fake fur, part of an ape-like “mogwar
costume”. (The costume also consists of a mask and a Newfoundland ugly stick
which are not on display. An ugly stick is a traditional Newfoundland musical
instrument made out of a mop or broom handle, bottle caps, tin cans, small bells,
cymbals, and other noise makers.) Crypto-zoological circles are familiar with
the mogwar, a mythical primate (perhaps a hoax) supposedly discovered by the
Swiss oil geologist Francois de Loys in Venezuela in 1920.4 The Shadow Ring rock
band has a song about de Loys and this South American version of Bigfoot. The
face is a Halloween devil's mask from Walmart turned inside out. It is hidden
because he assumed it would frighten some visitors and Adam did not want to
try to explain it. This is one of the rare examples of interpersonal negotiation
in decorating the apartment. He talks about dancing around in this costume at
happenings like Extermination Music Night, a clandestine mobile concert series,
held in illegal locations such as industrial ruins and secluded beaches. The music
may be free jazz or conceptual noise, but it is generally ‘garage rock;, that is pop-
tinged, high energy music. Adam calls garage music “very do-it-yourself music,
usually sloppy but fun”s

Beside the guitar is a bale of hay coming from a neighborhood bar. It func-
tions as a chair. A cushion makes it more comfortable. The back support is an old
tire, with the rim intact, recuperated from the sidewalk. Next is a very old and
by contemporary standards very thick Diamond brand television set. A friend
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gave him the television. It rests on a small table that has the traditional turned
legs of antiques rather than clean modernist lines. Underneath is a DVD player.
In the corner is a red padded armchair. Anyone sitting in the chair must occa-
sionally shift positions because some of the springs are worn out. On the floor is
a discarded cardboard pizza box. A painted sheet of cardboard leaning against
the wall is one of Adam’s paintings. It is casually displayed in a shockingly un-
derstated and self-destructive manner. The remnants of a couch touch the paint-
ing; two cushions on the floor, two cushions as a backrest. Guests sitting here
cannot comfortably avoid damaging his painting. Older guests who know little
about contemporary pop art might see resemblances with the cartoons of Robert
Crumb, but Adam’s art is less erotic. Any resemblance is accidental because Adam
is not familiar with Crumb’s art.

The natural order is decay. The cardboard art I do is not going to last. The
material is acidic. That’s the joke. It’s not going to last. That’s how I view eve-
rything. Everything is very temporary. It is not a malicious trick. Wealthy
people who buy art should understand that. Preservation is a big thing for
many people. But we buy things which break in a year or two. Accepting that
is part of my desire for novelty. If they break, something new will come in. I
feel in a lot of ways, to quote Kurt Vonnegut, “so it goes™ Life is chaotic and
a constant loss. Life is aleatoric, just random nonsense. I accept that. ’'m not
trying to be a prophet. It’s just what is in my head.

Riggins notes that Adam has a BA degree in sociology. The random nonsense
of existence is not what sociologists typically see. We see the unjust social order.

The room is basically L-shaped. The extension to the side serves as a stor-
age area stuffed helter-skelter with electronic equipment, amplifiers, turntables
and speakers; some rest on blue plastic milk crates. Within handy reach of the
audio equipment is a modest pile of records or “vinyls” as Adam calls them. No
curtain or door hides this disorder which is of such modest dimensions that
Adam does not appear to be a hoarder, although he does call himself a “packrat”.
He keeps odd things which might have a use later. The effect is a room Riggins
calls the living room/closet. Adam points out that there is a glow-in-the-dark
rubber snake on the back wall but it is barely visible. Another large drawing on
cardboard is obscured among the clutter. It would have to be moved, if visitors
got a good look at it.

I like the aesthetics of piled up electronics. They all did work once. I like
rooms to be full. I like cluttered spaces. I feel I am a maximalist in many
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ways. I designed this place to be entertaining to me. Efficiency and utility is
something I am not fond of. I feel like my home is an on-going art project.
I have made all of my apartments into an art project out of whims that come
to me, impulses, things given to me.

Among the electronic equipment is a drum kit which Adam cannot use. “I asked
the landlord when moving in if I could play music underneath the corner store.
He said ‘yes, but it turned out that the space was far from sound proof. I can
hear the neighbours’ voices when they chatter, but I cannot understand what is
being said”

I sometimes like to destroy my possessions to remind me that things decay.
I don’t do this in a fit of rage. Writing on the walls is part of that. I once
sprayed a fire extinguisher around the apartment. I don’t like to be restricted
by norms. You never get to use fire extinguishers although they are displayed
everywhere, sometimes behind glass. Spraying the fire extinguisher was an
impulse. I wanted to see the result and deal with the consequence afterwards.
If you take risks, you get burnt a lot. But it makes life more interesting. If you
actively engage trouble, you learn damage control, how to deal with problems.

There is an abstract crayon drawing (“just junk”) on a wall of the closet. Oth-
erwise, scribbled messages and line drawings are confined to the door of the
washroom. The drawings look like spontaneous doodles: caricatures of faces,
messages, and a human head with octopus-like tentacles. Some are even par-
tially erased. Tacked to the door separating the living room from the kitchen is
a humorous drawing by a friend. It might be an esteem object. The caption is
descriptive: Toast Owl in a Sunset.

The living room is characterized by little temporal depth, as one would as-
sume from Adam’s remarks, and by status consistency. There are a few excep-
tions, however, pieces which convey a more orthodox notion of status. One is a
bentwood rocking chair. It reminds him of a chair at his parents’ home in New-
foundland. If exotic objects are understood as referring to geographically distance
places, this is the only potential exotic object. However, it is a manufactured chair
of unknown origin, certainly not from Newfoundland. Only in Adam’s referenc-
ing does it appear to have exotic connotations for a Torontonian. The two levels
of seating in the apartment, cushions on the floor and chairs of standard height,
have the effect of introducing some visual diversity into a small space depending
on where one is seated. The other high status object is the colourful hand-painted
table top which Adam made. This is certainly the most marketable art in the
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room. In another setting it might be referred to as a coffee table. Although itisa
standard table top, the legs have been discarded. The support is an apple basket.

The painted tabletop took me ten to fifteen minutes to make. No thought went
into it. I don’t see any value higher than aesthetics. All of this stuft is junk. I
value it because I put it together. I feel that it really keeps me from getting too
attached to material goods. I have some things I treasure.

I don't like artists who make something and then make a grandiose state-
ment about it. I have fun with bizarre things, odd juxtapositions, playing with
geometry. Not grand statements. The motto “Offend thy self” does not apply
to the table. The table is only for aesthetics.

My work is very selfish. At an exhibition my artist statement was written
backwards on a pizza box beginning from the bottom. If you find value in my
art, I won't disagree with you. Some things have tons of values. Other things
are just squares and nonsense. Sometimes I realize in retrospect that a piece
is more valuable than I had anticipated. Some friends suggest that I take just
one image and make art. I like images with too much information.

Despite Adam’s claim of being self-centered, he does not sign his art works. In-
stead the identifying symbol worked into the image is a stoplight of non-standard
colors. Until this statement Riggins had interpreted Adam’s message as: I do not
treasure anything. But Riggins misunderstood. Memories and stories are what
Adam values. However, he has a suitcase full of “tidbits”, which are the objects
he truly values. Some are from his childhood. He keeps adding things to the
suitcase. It seemed inappropriate to inquire about the contents of the suitcase in
the kitchen/bedroom but there was no indication from Adam that the contents
were actually private. As a musician he also treasures his “vinyls, although I abuse
them”. He does not revere objects. It is the ideas associated with them which he
treasures.

Adam talks about young artists in Toronto, some of whom are collaborators.
“Friends, people in my atmosphere,” he calls them. He says they do art based on
somewhat disturbing and violent material. The content may be humorous, abra-
sive, and offensive; but the people are “really nice”. He refers to the Toronto-based
video/art collective called Exploding Motor Car, the White House art collective
in Toronto and the music-community message board called Stillepost.

Above the electrical service panel is the exposed heating system and insula-
tion. The electrical service panel displays a stylized drawing by Patrick Kyle of a
man defecating evil spirits. There is also a small promotional card for an art exhi-
bition on the “theme of death, psychedelic and self-indulgent fantasies” (to quote
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part of the text on the back of the card). There is a three-dimensional miniature
tombstone decorated with something like runes. Nothing but the date 12 BC is
legible. It is described as “simply a weird gift” from a friend. The other things are a
sticker showing the face of a musician from the band called The Bicycles, a sticker
with the message “Fuzzy Logic Recordings”, and a real drum stick. But Adam was
more interested in talking about another gift, a band button that reads “Gimme
Teenage Head”. This is the slightly naughty name of a popular Toronto band
from the 1970s. Adam talks enthusiastically about its authenticity — scratched in
amosh pit. Actually, the scratches from the frenetic dance scene are hard to see.

Adam suggests that Riggins needs to learn about pataphysics in order to un-
derstand his home. This is a sort of intellectual Dadaism which was the invention
of the French artist Alfred Jarry. “I don’t know tons about pataphysics,” Adam
confesses. “I haven't figured out how to fit it in my life yet” Riggins’ impression
is that pataphysics might help understand a future apartment rather than the
present one.

Addendum

In conclusion, this apartment supports some of Daniel Miller’s ideas about the
social determinants of decorating strategies. It is certainly consistent with a
masculine aesthetic. But in the absence of comparable apartments inhabited by
members of different ethnic groups, it is not clear how Adam’s aesthetic reflects
ethnicity. Adam’s aesthetic does seem to be a variation on the “biographical cover-
up” strategy. Miller (1988, 364) claimed that domestic artifacts in government-
subsidized housing in Great Britain sometimes function to attract attention away
from the low social status of the dwelling. Adam’s aesthetic is both consistent and
inconsistent with this practice. Physically, his cheap things reflect the status of
his apartment house; the intellectuality behind the objects might be understood
as a cover-up.

Dick Hebdige’s (1988) ideas about style in the British punk subculture might
also help to understand Adam’s apartment. Some similarities are unmistakable.
Riggins employs the term ‘alien use’ rather than ‘bricolage, which Hebdige bor-
rowed from Lévi-Strauss; however, the terms have similar meanings. Alien use
is a basic characteristic of Adam’s living room as well as punk style. In Riggins’
opinion, Adam’s examples of alien use are less shocking, less provocative, than
punk practices with respect to clothing in the 1970s. Adam has rejected the con-
ventional expectation that the home is a site for conveying signs of affluence
and conspicuous consumption (Chapman 1999, 56). His philosophy, however,
turns poverty into a sign of success. The apartment is characterized by subversive
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practices, sometimes humorous, with respect to the dominant ideology of capital-
ism and consumerism. The differences with British punk are due to the compro-
mises everyone makes in furnishing and decorating a home because they have
to acknowledge gifts from friends; differences are also due to accidental acquisi-
tions, and concerns about comfort and practicality which literally ‘domesticate
the Other’ The result is to undermine the consistency of the political messages
conveyed by the living room. Forty years ago punks may have been seen in con-
ventional British society as ‘folk devils, but this is certainly not the apartment
of a folk devil. The anti-consumerism of the decoration is not a ‘spectacular’
subculture that escapes analysis. Anti-consumerism is relatively common today.
Tan Woodward (2001, 117) utilizes the continuum ‘beauty to comfort’ to represent
the underlying philosophy of decorating schemes. If the concept is adapted to
be more accurate in this case, the continuum would be ‘self-identity to comfort.
Adam’s apartment is near the self-identity point. There was no talk of beauty or
comfort in the interviews. Riggins suspects that to some extent the living room/
closet functions as a parlour. When a few guests are present, they are more likely
to sit around the dinner table in the kitchen/bedroom, on the bed or in a plush
kitchen chair.

Adam might have made a more convincing claim that he identified with the
punk subculture. But as Riggins is a classically trained pianist, he would not have
understood any of Adam’s references other than the most obvious ones. In gener-
al, punks revealed their identity with the subculture through music and clothing
rather than interior decoration. It is typical of the differences between interviewer
and interviewee that when Adam referred to his “vinyls”, Riggins never inquired
about his collection. Adam could have displayed more band paraphernalia and
logos. However, if he had purchased too many for display purposes, some visi-
tors might ironically interpret this as a sign of inauthentic over-identification
with the subculture (Force 2009). Punk style is supposed to be spontaneous and
always oppositional. Adam has carried this idea even to the extent of resisting
the tendency of turning the living room into a gallery. His subversion of the
conventional middle-class styles of decorating has a long history among artists
that Christopher Reed (2002) dates back to French Impressionism. For nearly a
century and a half avant-garde male artists have scorned conventional symbols
of domesticity. This is another reason why Riggins did not think it was necessary
to further pursue the topic of punk subculture when interviewing Adam. Riggins
describes the flavor of Adam’s apartment as virile, slightly chaotic, playful, and
symbolic of anti-consumerism. It is definitely not homey.

Adam agreed only in part with Riggins’ analysis. He agreed that he strongly
identifies with material poverty, and with Riggins’ impression that he is not very
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provocative. As Riggins suspected, Adam does not think of himself as a militant
or an activist. He attributes the status diversity in the living room to his appre-
ciation of randomness and contrast and to his “fear of commitment”. He wants
to feel free rather than hounded by people. However, he states that Riggins was
wrong in thinking he radically rejects consumerism. On those rare occasions
when friends give him something that is expensive, he makes use of it. He thinks
the pursuit of money to buy consumer goods interferes with his priority, the
“creation of stories”. Redecorating, rearranging the furniture, acquiring new stuff
is always tempting. Moving is one of Adam’s favourite experiences. In his words,
“there is something neurotic about my apartment but it makes me happy”.
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Notes

1 I agree with the following statement by Daniel Miller (2001, 15): “An anthropology
that thinks that sensitivity about being too intrusive is demonstrated by remaining out-
side and respecting the distance of conventional social proxemics is a dead anthropology,
that loses its humanity in the very moment that it asserts it in this claim to sensitivity.
Although talk about one’s home is always a sensitive topic, not all studies of vernacular
interior decoration are as intrusive as the model I propose for my own research. I think
that JTan Woodward somewhat misrepresents my methodology, but I emphasize that
Woodward specifically rejected my procedures because he thought they required “near
unregulated access to the domestic setting” (Woodward 2001, 131).

2 For me, there were several epiphany objects in my parents’ home in hilly and for-
ested southern Indiana, but few were in the living room or dining room except for my
paternal grandfather’s mustache cup. On top of the cedar chest in my parents’ bedroom
were two albums of Kodak photographs. One records the early years of their marriage.
The second holds my baby pictures. Both albums are incomplete. My parents” album ends
when I was born. As a child, I thought I learned some profound knowledge from these
photographs: marriage changes fundamentally, and for the worse, when children arrive.
It is best to be voluntarily childless. I thought it was such dangerous insight that I did not
share it with anyone. The idea strikes me now as hopelessly naive. That aging plays a role
in people’s desire to be photographed never occurred to me. Viewed this way, the album
says little about marriage as an institution. I also never gave a thought to why my album
ends when I was about the age of 14. I still do not have an answer for that question.
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Aesthetics was never the photographer’s concern. The photographer always thought
that the best angle was to capture a person’s image from head to toe. This resulted in mid-
distant shots which convey little intimacy. There was no effort to document local life. Most
photographs depict visits to nearby towns and tourist sites, like French Lick. Thus the
album poorly records the socializing which tended to be restricted to the extended family.
I now interpret these features as evidence that, like many in the working class, the Riggins
and Ledgerwood families were not well integrated into mainstream American culture.

3 Note to readers: for ethical and practical reasons, I made it a point to cast my in-
formant as a research collaborator. Therefore, I will refer to myself in this section in the
third person.

4 The mogwar is known by a variety of names depending on the South American
country: shiru, sisimite, vasitri, didi, xipe, and tarma.

5 See eyeweekly.com, 20 August 2008, http://www.eyeweekly.com/features/arti-
cle/36773 [accessed 15 August 2011] and Toronto Star, 11 July 2009, http://www.thestar.
com/news/gta/article/664502 [accessed 15 August 2011].

6 “So it goes” is a refrain in Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse-Five (1969). It could be
understood as meaning that is the way things are.
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Placing objects first:
filming transnationalism

Carlo A. Cubero

Introduction: placing objects first

For the past year and a half I have been carrying out fieldwork amongst West
African musicians in Luxembourg and surrounding areas, with the goal of mak-
ing an ethnographic film that would portray aspects of their transnational daily
life. The guiding theme of this ethnographic documentary project is to use au-
diovisual media as a research method to understand the complexities of a life
constituted in movement or what I like to describe as modern practises of no-
madism where people are engaged in continuous practises of travel and, in doing
so, put pressure on social categories that are based on sedentarism - of being in
place (Cubero 2011).

My ongoing reflections on the project have been to consider the audiovisual
dimensions of transnationalism (Cubero 2011). However, ‘transnationalism’ lacks
an immediate visual substance and addressing this topic through an audiovisual
medium requires a different set of questions and approaches than using a text-
based medium. For example, a filmmaker asks how does transnationalism look,
how does it sound, and how can I capture its sights and sounds? This exercise
re-contextualises transnationalism from a discursive, historical, and abstract
term into something physical that can be seen or heard. The challenge, in this
context, is to use audiovisual media to go beyond the illustrative and produce
an audiovisual piece that would engage with the experiential dimension of ‘a life
in movement’ through the audiovisual. In the case of my project, this approach
benefits from the fact that the transmigrants that I am studying are musicians,
a practise well served for the cinematic medium because it emphasises the per-
formative dimensions of embodied identities.

In this paper I want to focus on some of the effects that filming methodologies
have had on my approach towards my research material. I would like to propose
that making a film about transnational practises prioritises the material features
of migration practises over the contours of power and class that characterise a

Kannike, A. & Laviolette, P. (eds) (2013) Things in Culture, Culture in Things. Approaches to
Culture Theory 3, 58-73. University of Tartu Press, Tartu.
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transnational social field (Basch et al 1994, 34). As such, this approach comes
closer to a phenomenology of transnationalism, where the project seeks to offer
an insight into the transnational experience by presenting an experience-rich
account of migration practise by using exclusively descriptive materials collected
through participant observation. This paper will particularly concern itself with
the objects that produce and reproduce the social contexts I am filming. I will
argue that the practise of making an ethnographic documentary places the film-
maker in a position to consider material objects as constitutive of social relations,
rather than engage with objects as metaphoric, illustrative, or as a means to
engage with historical causalities.

Collecting footage, in my case, is more akin to crafting an ethnography of
the ‘now’, rather than collecting data that can be mined later for producing eth-
nographic insight. In my experience, filming as part of fieldwork heightens the
ethnographer’s sensibility to the visual and aural dimensions of the fieldsite (Cu-
bero 2008). This kind of heightened state of awareness is necessary in order to
produce footage that can lead to a participatory narrative, a narrative where the
viewer and filmmaker are intellectually and sensually engaged with the piece,
rather than an informative documentary that ‘tells’ or reports a story. The result of
this approach is that the anthropologist engages with the fieldsite for its cinematic
potential — for its forms and rhythms, its sights and sounds. In this mode, objects
become narrative motifs, an event a scene, an informant a character, sounds that
are taken for granted become the soundscape of the film, and positionality is
mediated through the camera.

In the (on-going) process of collecting the footage for this documentary I
have been compelled to consider two types of objects that function as narrative
motifs that drive the material. In the first instance, I will address the meanings
connected to the musical instrument that my main informant, Marcel, plays,
the kora — an African harp, which is discursively linked to the African griot
and is represented as one of its main tools. As a transnational object, the kora
is subjected to inconsistent identity politics and significances that are, at times,
antagonistic. For example, in Burkina Faso, where Marcel is originally from,
the kora is associated with the griot caste, word-smiths who occupy a specific
place in the region’s social hierarchy. Marcel does not consider himself a griot,
nor does he have pretensions of reproducing griot social hierarchies or values.
According to him, for someone of his social position to work with the kora in
Burkina Faso represents a taboo and he would never consider playing the kora
whilst in Burkina Faso. By working with the kora in Europe Marcel consciously
deploys a series of social significances and images that go against normative social
hierarchical values associated to his place of birth. This results in a conceptually
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fluid kora, a semiotically malleable object that carries within it a wide array of
significations, reminiscent of a mosaic or a palimpsest.

I suggest that the methodology of filmmaking offers the opportunity to ad-
dress these complexities consistently, by prioritising the objects in motion, and
their use in practise, rather than begin with their normative and hierarchical dis-
cursive definitions. As such, the story of the kora that emerges when it is filmed is
not exclusively the story of, say, tradition versus modernity, post-colonial politics,
or the complexities of world music politics. Filmmaking promises to show the
kora as it is practised in daily life - to re-present it as it presents itself rather than
presuming that it symbolises or stands for something else. It gets closer to an an-
thropology of material life, which appreciates that social relations are constructed
by relations with objects through practise and consumption (Miller 1998).

In the second instance, I wish to address the materialities associated to the
sounds of the kora. Rather than engaging with the kora for its discursive poten-
tial, filmmaking methodologies can address the sonic-effect of the instrument
and invite the viewer to consider how the textures and nuances of the kora’s
sound serve to constitute social relations in a similar way to material objects. This
approach is reminiscent of Stoller’s approach to sensual ethnography, in which, in
the case of griots, the relationship to sound is physical, material, and constitutive
of social contexts (Stoller 1997). It is also reminiscent of the concept of ‘sound
object’ as articulated by Schaeffer (1966) and Chion (1990). For Schaeffer and
Chion, the technological recording and playback (or reconstruction) of sonic
events entails separating from their original source, which allows appreciation
of sounds on their own terms, reduced to their physical core. This approach is
not concerned with the causality of sounds, but with the perceptual reality of ‘the
sonic’. As such, it distances itself from political, semiotic, and discursive dimen-
sions of music and highlights the inherent property of sound itself. While Schaef-
fer developed his approach in the context of musique concréte and Chion in the
context of understanding the role that sound plays in cinema, I am interested in
the possibility of thinking with ‘sound objects’ as a means to articulate the contri-
butions that ethnographic filming methodologies can provide to coming to terms
with the complexities embedded in transnational practises and the globalisation
of musical practises. Thinking with ‘sound objects, for example, contrasts with
Steven Feld’s ‘shizophonic mimesis’ approach, which stresses the discourses of
power, particularly unequal power relations, that characterise contemporary cir-
culation of music and sonic appropriations (Feld 1996). This approach, I contend,
reiterates the Marxist ontology that focuses on the power relations embedded in
the production politics of sound. With its emphasis on ‘the sonic-now’, filmmak-
ing methodology, on the other hand, allows for the researcher to examine the
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politics of listening and consider how sociality is constituted sonically. In doing
so, it side-steps isomorphism associated with place, identity, and authenticity and
goes back to looking at (sonic) things in themselves.

This reflection on the materiality of sound and the kora is the product of
participating and observing the daily life of my informants with video making
equipment and, most surely, would not have been possible had I not been film-
ing. The heightened awareness of a site’s sights and sounds, which goes hand in
hand with being technically competent with the equipment, results in a sensation
as if the anthropologist is already ‘in the film As such, the anthropologist is not
filming just ‘things’ but narrative motifs. The anthropologist is not just recording
sound, but producing a soundscape that affects the viewer and completes the
picture. The actual filming of processes and relationships between people and
things — music playing, in this case - is a way of capturing the moments in time
when the material, immaterial, and the human come together to constitute ‘the
social’ Filmmaking methodology reconfigures material cultures and artefacts by
placing their use and aesthetics as constitutive of their semantic meaning, rather
than approaching its aesthetics and use as an illustrator or indicative of discourse.
Filming methodology offers the prospect to re-present objects as part of a broader
flow of meanings and relationships that constitute mobile social lives. As such,
it presents a picture of transnationalism that emphasises its practises and the
relationships between people and things.

Filmmaking methodology

This volume invites us to consider how we live ‘through’ things, which I connect
to Marx’s observation that commodities acquire value in relation to their social
use rather than exclusively their use-value and to Simmel’s suggestion that hu-
man values are objectified in cultural forms. In both cases, commodities acquire
value when they are transacted — when set in motion. But I would suggest that
the process of making an ethnographic film inverts the relationship between so-
cial value and things and considers what happens when it is things and people’s
engagement with things that give places and contexts their value.

Conventional discourse on visual anthropology reproduces the claim that
the use of audiovisual materials, on their own terms, is not as effective as text in
communicating discourse, history, and the broader social context. This is mainly
because ethnographic documentaries are made up exclusively of materials col-
lected during fieldwork in opposition to texts, which are written up after the
fact, in isolation from the field, and are articulated with social theory, which is
conceptual and not necessarily part of the local idioms. I would argue, following
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MacDougall, that the promise of ethnographic film methodologies does not
lie in film’s capacity to contribute to anthropology’s discursive and text-based
knowledge (MacDougall 2006). Rather, anthropologists should acknowledge
that cinema is a different medium than text and its contributions to anthropology
should reflect cinema’s peculiar potential and limitation. In the context of my
project, filmmaking methodologies place things rather than concepts first — they
prioritise lived experiences, objects in use, bodies in space, and the moment of
encounter between the anthropologist and the fieldsite.

I am referring to the practise and discourse associated with observational
cinema. While a lot of ink has been dedicated to the uses and abuses of obser-
vational cinema (and I do not intend to review its characteristics here), an angle
of observational cinema practise that I do wish to revisit and highlight is its
ethical suggestion. The term ‘observational cinema’ implies more than a method
of inquiry. It denotes a special kind of relationship between filmmaker, subject
and audience — a relationship that is based on mutual trust and on an intimate,
sympathetic encounter between different worlds (Grimshaw & Ravetz 2009). It
is not based on a notion of observing as a passive exercise, as it would be associ-
ated to voyeurism or spectatorship — ‘to look at’ Rather, ‘observation’ suggests
‘to respect; ‘to comply with;, ‘to take notice of’, ‘to celebrate or solemnize (as a
ceremony or festival) in a customary or accepted way’ (Merriam-Webster’s On-
line). When applied to cinema, I take ‘observation’ as a practise that conforms
and complies with the rules that are offered by the ethnographic reality of my
informants, in opposition to subjecting my informant’s discourse and practise
to a non-diegetic logic.

This approach recalls William James’ ‘radical empiricism], an approach that
centres its enquiry on direct lived experience on its own terms. For James,

[...] the parts of experience hold together from next to next by relations that
are themselves parts of experience. The directly apprehended universe needs,
in short, no extraneous transempirical connective support, but possesses in
its own right a concatenated or continuous structure (Perry 2009, 3).

Empiricism [...] lays the explanatory stress upon the part, the element, the
individual, and treats the whole as a collection and the universal as an abstrac-
tion. My description of things, accordingly, starts with the parts and makes
of the whole a being of the second order (James 2009, 14).

The radical empirical documentary, then, seeks to generate an understanding of
the world by collecting snippets of daily life — to assemble a skilful description
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of relationships, which, when narrativised as a whole, offers an experience-rich
account of social life. A corollary of this approach is the promise of avoiding the
separation between ‘idea’ and ‘object’ To develop an ontology, which sees objects
as a realm to produce theory (which sees ‘things as meanings’), in opposition
to the methodology that looks for prescribed meanings in objects (Henare et al
2006). In doing so, empirical methodologies indulge in life’s negative capability,
in accepting experience in all its uncertainty, mystery, doubt, and half-knowl-
edge — without an explicit demand to subject it to an extraneous logic.

Roland Barthes attempted to articulate the simultaneous excess and defi-
ciency of meaning in the image, or rather the object-image, by writing about the
obtuse revelations in what he called photography’s “third meaning”. For Barthes,
photography’s third meaning or obtuse meaning is bound to artifice, to disguise,
and to emotion. In the end, it is not articulable in language or rather it can
be agreed on ‘over the shoulder’ or ‘on the back” of articulated language. Third
meaning, in this sense, “outplays meaning’, it takes the side exit on “literacy’s
depletion” (Barthes 1980, 63).

If the obtuse meaning cannot be described, that is because, in contrast to the
obvious meaning, it does not copy anything — how do you describe something
that doesn’t represent anything? The pictorial ‘rendering’ of words is here
impossible, with the consequence that if, in front of these images, we remain,
you and I, at the level of articulated language — at the level, that is, of my own
text — the obtuse meaning will not succeed in existing, in entering the critic’s
metalanguage. Which means that the obtuse meaning is outside (articulated)
language while nevertheless within interlocution (Barthes 1980, 61).

Obtuse meaning, in the empirical and observational sense, does not arise from a
passive or narcissistic reflection of the subjective self. The practical reality of ob-
servational filmmaking is that the filmmaker is part of the context being filmed.
The filmmaker cannot hide his bulky equipment and the subjects are aware when
they are being filmed. As such, this kind of filmmaking is inherently participa-
tory, where the scenes and processes being filmed are always done with some
kind of implicit or explicit acknowledgement of an inter-subjective relationship
between the filmmaker and the film subjects. This positionality is made evident
in the film by the framing of the scene, where implicit in the camera style there
is a theory of knowledge (MacDougall 1998). The presence of the filmmaker is
evident in the film by the quality of the relationships between the subjects and
the camera, the treatment of the material, and by the fact that the filmmaker’s
body is holding the camera.
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The kind of observation that I am referring to cannot and must not be passive.
It cannot be considered passive because of the fact that what functions as my ‘data;
the footage, is already being narrativised by my camera and sound recording
equipment. I must not be passive because to record in a disengaged manner (i.e.
to leave the camera on a tripod, to have the camera separated from the body, or
to be immobile with the camera) is not conducive to constructing a participa-
tory narrative, a narrative where the viewer and filmmaker are intellectually and
sensually engaged with the piece.

This approach has allowed for two tentative provocations that have helped
me to assess my material in a way that may not have been possible otherwise.
(1) Filming objects places them in relation to bodies and space - it emphasises
their usage rather than their political or semantic meaning. What follows then is
an approach that sees how objects give value to practise and in doing so, consti-
tute and mediate social contexts. In other words, that objects make space happen
in opposition to the notion that space and context are prescribed and objects
are subject to them - as it is suggested in the approach that fixes commodities
to practises of exchange. (2) If objects can be seen as constitutive of a scene, the
question that arises for me as a filmmaker is the issue of the agency of objects -
what is the process through which objects actually make place happen? In the
following sections, I will expand on these provocations and attempt to articulate
some of the results of trying to film transnationalism, with an eye on material
culture.

Sound: the tool of the griot

The ethnography on griots describes this social group as word-smiths, bards,
and story-tellers with a complex social role. Traditionally, griots are associated
with making a living by begging and survive on the charity of people who listen
to their stories. However, griots are much more than mere story-tellers or histo-
rians. Their stories have a real social and political power in their society. African
scholars consider griots the ‘archivists’ of their cultures, they are “great deposi-
tories, who, it can be said, are the living memory of Africa” (Hampaté Ba 1981,
66 in Stoller 1997, 26—27). I want to highlight this characterisation of the “living
memory of Africa”. It suggests that their stories are not illustrations, re-tellings,
representations of history or of folklore. Rather, the griot tradition of the West
Sahel emphasises that listening to a griot story is to re-live, re-constitute, and
re-experience history and produces new knowledge about social life.

This approach dislodges the passive-ness of words that is suggested in the clas-
sic linguistic binary that generates meaning according to signifier and signified.
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From a griot approach, words and sounds are their own signifiers. They have a
power that functions to create social relations rather than represent them. In
the griot context, the telling of a myth or a legend does not make a distinction
between fact and fiction (Hale 2007). In Western traditions, for example, the
truth-value of epics, legends, and myths is relegated to a narrative; they ultimately
function as allegories and are suspensions from our own social ‘reality. When
a griot recounts the story of a hero, however, he traces their genealogy to the
present, weaves it with praise, presents it in rhythm and rhyme, uses allegory and
poetry, uses music, deploys incantations, proverbs and oaths - he is re-living the
past, re-living history and the listeners are corporeally affected and emotionally
drawn into the story. The experience of listening to a griot engages the listener’s
full attention and they are all drawn into a common space and time.

A griot, then is kind of a craftsman who uses ‘old words’ to reconstruct his-
tory and culture, to negotiate conflicts, and to reflect on continuity and change.
Their craft suggests that sounds and words pre-exist the author. Sound in the
Sahel context is not created by the griot (the poet/musician), but rather the griot
learns how to harness the power of sound into different contours. An important
concept in this process is nyama — a Mande word that roughly translates as ‘en-
ergy of action. The words infused with nyama have a guttural and sensual effect
on their listener, causing them to re-sense the emotions and sensations told (Hale
2007; Stoller 1997). In some cases words are held accountable for bodily reactions
such as fainting, irrational behaviour, or to successfully mediate a delicate social
situation. Energy of action indicates the potential of words to cause an affect, to
excite, and cause direct physical reactions on listeners. It is the energy that words
carry and it is the energy that griots learn to master, internalise, and deploy in
their performances.

The skill to re-animate the past, to affect listeners, and to disrupt the sense
of space and time through words and sound is developed throughout a 30-year
apprenticeship. One aspect of this apprenticeship entails the mastery of rudi-
mentary and technical knowledge of praise singing and knowledge of history.
But more importantly, the skill of the griot entails a decentring or dispossession
of their ‘selves’ from the ‘old words’ they have hitherto learned. It is a decentring
that acknowledges that:

The words that constitute history are much too powerful to be ‘owned’ by
any one person or group of people; rather these words ‘own’ those who speak
them. Accomplished griots do not ‘own’ history; rather they are possessed by
the forces of the past (Stoller 1997, 25).
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Being ‘mastered by words’ suggests that the question of the authority of the au-
thor/historian is not posited along the same binary terms as Western traditions
of the Enlightenment. In the Sahel context, an ‘author’ does not exist outside of
his or her social context. They are deeply implicated in the tale they are telling
(Stoller 1997). This kind of deep implication recalls the deep reflexivity of eth-
nographers who cannot distance themselves from the social contexts they are
writing about. In other words, the griot craft necessarily entails a subtle balance
between living-in-the-world and representing it.

For griots, learning to hear and to sing is more than turning the sound of an
incantation into speech. It is more than mastering the literal, allegorical, and met-
aphorical meanings of words and narratives — as a classic Western poet would.
To learn to hear, the griot must learn to apprehend the sound of words much
like a musician learns to apprehend the sound of music. From this perspective,
the griot must subject himself to the world of sound. If we then consider that
experiencing sound is a corporeal experience that has an effect on us at a pre-
conscious level, we can say that a griot learns to strike a balance where his sonic
effect acts through the body, rather than upon bodies. In this sense, a tone or a
magical incantation does not convey action; rather, it is action.

Understanding the transnational kora

The process of globalisation has led to the increasing recognition of the kora as
an object of ‘world music, an exotic musical object of the Third World. Griots
have a new audience in the form of tourists and world music enthusiasts, which
leads to the commodification of the instrument and bypasses the taboo that as-
sociates it to the griot caste (Hale 2007). My own acquaintance with the kora has
become more prolonged since I began collecting footage for my documentary
about West African musicians in Luxembourg, 18 months ago. I met Marcel
Sawuri, a Burkinabe who has since become the main subject of the film project, in
the context that he was giving music workshops in schools - paid for by an NGO
in Luxembourg that addresses Third World and development issues. A particular
workshop that he is often called to do, is a kora building workshop. He would go
to secondary schools, vocational schools, youth prisons, and youth organisations
with his associate with suitable materials to build a kora - wood, paint, pieces of
leather, tacks, strings, etc. — and all students have the opportunity to build their
own kora. Marcel would also teach the basics of playing the instrument. Some
of these workshops result in public performances.

Marcel also plays the kora in various music groups in the Benelux area. While
many of these groups are short lived or are formed on an ad hoc basis, they are
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mostly organised by Marcel. Marcel is often called, by NGOs, private interests,
event organisers, and promoters, to offer music workshops or to perform. De-
pending on the requirements of each performance or event, he will rely upon his
network of associates — e.g. other West African musicians and performers of the
area — to put together a team of musicians and performers tailored for the event.
Marcel would usually play the guitar, percussion, or the kora. His most successful
and most consistent musical venture is as the front-man of a Paris based reggae
band called Sawuri. They have been together for over a decade, produced various
CDs, but do not tour regularly any more. The band’s make-up can be seen as il-
lustrative of the kind of cosmopolitanism that characterises Marcel and his scene.
The Paris based pianist is originally from Ivory Coast, the bass player is based in
Amsterdam, the drummer is Parisian, and the back-up singer-percussionist from
Martinique. The band’s music is clearly influenced by West African and West
Indian reggae groups: Marcel sings in French and in various African languages
and their lyrics are connected to the philosophy of Rastafarianism.

Marecel’s relationship to the kora began in his twenties when he left Burkina
Faso for Abidjan to enrol in music courses, primarily jazz guitar. While in Abid-
jan he also picked up the kora. This was a controversial move for him because the
social expectations required him to reproduce the social hierarchy into which he
was born. Marcel’s father is connected to a king caste, which positions him in a
hierarchical position that eschews music playing. To be more specific, to Marcel
playing a musical instrument would represent a taboo in his social context. This
taboo is augmented in relation to the kora, an instrument associated with the
relatively lowly griot caste. While in Ivory Coast, Marcel moved in the music
scene and worked with numerous music groups. In the mid-198o0s Marcel joined
reggae star Alpha Blondy on a tour of Europe, but left the tour and stayed in
France. Marcel travelled continuously between Western Europe and West Africa
and, in the late 1980s, married a French woman who is active in the development
NGO industry.

Marcel has consistently worked as a freelance musician in Europe and main-
tains strong links with his region in Burkina Faso through development work.
A lot of his work with NGOs in France and Benelux countries is done to gener-
ate consciousness of West African development issues. When back in his native
Burkina Faso he meets with politicians and development workers to secure agree-
ments and projects on behalf of funding agencies in France and Luxembourg,
to carry out infrastructure projects in his region. Marcel and his wife also visit
artisans and purchase large amounts of crafts, dry goods, and some consumable
commodities at a preferential price, for sale in Luxembourg. The proceeds from
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these transactions, which are often in the red, are used to finance further trips
and events to promote Burkina Faso’s craft industry.

During the first months of fieldwork, I struggled with coming to terms with
the contradictions that characterise Marcel’s life. How could it be, I wondered,
that he allows himself to perform such antagonistic identities? How must it be to
live between worlds, where one is continuously dislocated: where he reproduces
Africa in Europe and represents Europe in Africa? What kind of politics and eth-
ics allow him to negotiate continuous difference? Is the kora just an illustration
of the fluid and inconsistent identity politics of Marcel’s transnationalism? If so,
what are the ethical and political implications that are evoked when the kora is re-
contextualised within the midst of post-colonial relationships and transnational
networks of power and capital?

Steven Feld’s research into the political implications of Western appropria-
tions of African music emphasises the means of production, the politics of dis-
tribution, and intellectual property issues that characterise the unequal power
relations of the musical-political-industrial habitus between Africa and the West.
Essentially, Feld is interested in raising an awareness of, what he calls, the “turbu-
lent morality of today’s increasingly blurred and contested lines between forms
of musical invasion and forms of cultural exchange” (Feld 1996, 1), which result
in the continuity of an exploitative relationship that alienates African musicians
from their cultural and intellectual property. Feld takes issue when elite musicians
working alongside powerful technocrats in the music industry, appropriate musi-
cal motifs and sonic themes for their own profit without crediting the source. He
characterises this circulation and consequent commodification of sonic goods
as ‘shizophonic mimesis.

By ‘schizophonic mimesis’ I want to question how sonic copies, echoes, reso-
nances, traces, memories, resemblances, imitations, duplications all prolif-
erate histories and possibilities. This is to ask how sound recordings, split
from their source through the chain of audio production, circulation, and
consumption (Schafer 1977, 90—91; Feld 1994, 258—260) stimulate and license
renegotiations of identity (Feld 1996, 13).

The development of technology that can record and reproduce sounds outside
of its context - i.e. starting with the phonograph - presents the opportunity
to look at the complex representations and commodity flows as ideologically
loaded and operating within the context of the accumulation of capital. While
the process of copying, in the context of globalisation, has led to observations of
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homogenisation, unification, centralization, and ‘imperial universality’ (Attali
1985, 113 in Feld 1996, 15) of the sonic environment, Feld emphasises that

[i]t is important to come to terms with the fact that despite the now wide-
spread debates on music and cultural imperialism (e.g. Garofalo 1993), most
schizophonic practices are often referred to and sanctioned as transcultural
inspiration by artists and critics alike [...] what is typically excluded is how
the practices are asymmetrical, specifically assuming that ‘taking without
asking’ is a musical right of the owners of technology, copyrights, and distri-
bution networks (Feld 1996, 5).

Feld may not see the same turbulent morality at play when Marcel plays the kora
and reifies an imagined African performance for a European public. He does
not extend the same kind of responsibility to, for example, African American
musicians or to jazz musicians because, for Feld, these musical traditions do not
represent a discontinuity — creatively or politically - from the source material.
What is at stake, in the shizophonic approach, are the politics of copying and the
context of production, distribution, and consumption that reproduce colonial
relationships of power. A result of this approach is the acknowledgement of the
power discourses of ‘world music’ and its collusion in reproducing imagery of
indigeneity and tradition. In terms of my project, schizophonic mimesis operates
at a conceptual and discursive level, making it problematic to film empirically.
While schizophonic mimesis may be a useful tool to think through the politics at
play in Marcel’s transnationalism, its moral grounds and emphasis on the politics
of authorship would direct my project’s narrative into a political direction that
would subject Marcel’s work to a discourse that does not necessarily connect or
relate with his intentions.

An alternative approach can see the kora as an agent or a motif that char-
acterises this social field. Instead of examining the political economical context
of this issue, the process of making a film has led me to consider the material
possibilities of sound when it is disconnected from its source. Pierre Schaeffer’s
work with musique concréte represents a body of work that concerned itself with
the dissociation of a sound from its source, which he termed an ‘acousmatic’
experience (Chion 1990). Schaeffer’s work informed itself from the enthusiasm
built up around the possibilities of new recording technologies being developed
in the mid-20th century that allowed for the re-contextualisation of sounds.
A sound, de-contextualised and separated from its original source, allowed for
the possibility of building new associations for sounds and a new form of com-
position, where the composer engineers sounds and invites the listener to engage
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with the forms and shapes of sound (op cit). Isolating the sound from its original
audiovisual complex produced what Michel Chion, following Shaeffer, called
a ‘sound object’ whose perception is worthy of being listened to in and of itself
(op cit). The ‘sound object’ values the free-standing quality of sounds, completely
divorced from their source and semantic meaning. As such, it invites the listener
to engage with the sonic piece as a phenomenal experience analogous to musi-
cal sound, implying therefore that the experience of listening includes visceral,
corporeal, and pre-semantic engagements.

Acousmatic listening refers to a methodology that enables ‘reduced listening’
or to appreciate sounds on their own terms, divorced from the process of produc-
tion - as a kind of a return to a phenomenology of sound. This kind of listening
is closer to the kind of listening required in filmmaking, where the sound is
collected ‘live’ as it happens. Listening as a filmmaker requires an awareness of
the properties of sound, the physical features of the environment in which the
sound is emitted, and the types of microphones used. While Chion’s approach
has been mostly picked up by sound artists, sound designers, and other sonic
researchers, I am interested in the possibilities it may offer to a transnational
narrative. The ‘sound object” approach allows Marcel and the kora to be honed
in on on their own terms, to re-focus attention on practise, from a standpoint
of sameness rather than a perspective based on the cultural comparative model
of structural difference.

Marecel’s case is not unique. Many of the West Africans who are part of Mar-
cel’s network rely on reproducing traditional markers of African identity as they
traverse through Europe. This contradicts a lot of the sociology and policy re-
search on migrants in Europe that suggests that migrants assimilate ‘European’
norms and values in the process of integrating into European society (Bauer et al
2000; Phalet & Swyngedow 2003; Ertzinger & Biezeveld 2003; Joppke 2007).
I have found that highlighting African traditional practices — whether they are
genuine or not — has proven to be an effective way for my informants to negotiate
the different social fields they traverse through. Confronting and coming to terms
with this issue made me lose confidence in drawing consistent conceptual lines
over the practises of my informants. Rather, filming methodology creates the
conditions for me to address this issue on the terms of my informants. This may
be standard anthropological practise, in theory. Yet, I would pose that filmmak-
ing methodology highlights the need to centre on€’s inquiry on more empirical,
or radically empirical, terms.
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Conclusion: the effects of filming

My filmmaking process is on-going and the success of this approach is still to
be seen. In this chapter, my intention has been to point to a discrepancy that
I have been experiencing in the process of collecting footage. The central tension
that I wanted to address in this chapter is the intention of using a methodology
and medium that does not adjust to the textual conventions of anthropology
(ethnographic documentary) to address conceptual terms of mainstream social
theory. On the one hand, I am dealing with a hierarchical social structure that
fixes specific objects and practises to strict norms, which are being subverted
before my very eyes. Yet, I cannot film ‘subversion, only practise. These norms
are invisible - I cannot film ‘griot’ nor can I film transnationalism, much less can
I film ‘immigrant integration’ I can film practises and objects as they are used
in daily life. Acknowledging this places me in a position to consider other ways
of articulating the ethnographic experience. My intention has been to attempt
to connect theory (the acousmatic dimension of sound objects) out of objects
themselves and bring that theory into conversation with social concepts; to think
with ideas associated with acousmatics and ‘sound objects’ as a way of articulating
the narrative possibilities of filmmaking methodologies.

One result of ethnographic filmmaking methodology, so far, has been to
confront and assess the regimented and static view of the kora. Traditional ethno-
graphic texts and contemporary debates on ‘world music’ present the instrument
as a consistent object that is harnessed to a specific region, practise, gender, and
caste. Ethnographic filmmaking on the other hand places the anthropologist in
a position to re-contextualise the instrument from an object that is the product
of a network of relations brought about by colonial histories and articulations
of capital, to a motif that generates the sights and sounds that constitute a social
field and the relations within it.

When placed in a transnational and global context, objects lose their semiotic
consistency. However, if, as practise-based researchers, we begin with objects and
the relationships they facilitate, we can articulate how objects facilitate practise,
generate social relationships, and constitute space. Ethnographic filmmaking
methods begin with the relationship between objects and practise rather than
objects and discourse. The first result is to move away from the approach that
insularises, exoticises, locates, racialises, and fusses over authenticity politics.
The second result, I suggest, is to put forth the notion that social relations are
constituted in practise and these practises are mediated through things first and
discourse second.
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Beware of dreams come true:
valuing the intangible in the American Dream’

Rowan R. Mackay

Hold fast to dreams

For if dreams die

Life is a broken-winged bird
That cannot fly.

Langston Hughes (1994, 32)

Introduction

One has only to look at the multiplicity of adages, sage maxims and commonplace
sayings concerned with dreams to realise the fundamental importance they hold
in human society. Must we follow our dreams, or hold on to them? Should we
guard our dreams from those who might rob us of them or from our own careless
loss? Or can our dreams never be taken away from us? We have sleeping dreams
and waking dreams, both seen as manifestations of something essential to us. We
also have public dreams, private dreams, and shared dreams that fall in-between
the two, and which are often pivotal in helping to determine the evolution of
our relationships. In fact, dreams, enigmatic as they and their meanings have
proven to be, seem to be essential to our identity formation — and maintenance.
This enigmatic nature, the intangibility of dreams, is precisely what allows them
to have such affordances in terms of their interpreted significance and mean-
ings. The purpose of this chapter is to explore the implications this feature of
intangibility has on the American Dream specifically, and to other culturally
held dreams more generally. To do this I trace parallel strains of meaning and
material manifestations of the American Dream, from its inception to the present
day from a social semiotic perspective.

Situating the dream

Joseph Campbell said that “Myths are public dreams, dreams are private myths”
(Campbell 2002). Clearly, there is a typological difference between those dreams

Kannike, A. & Laviolette, P. (eds) (2013) Things in Culture, Culture in Things. Approaches to
Culture Theory 3, 74-99. University of Tartu Press, Tartu.
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with which psychoanalysis is concerned and the American Dream which, by
its very nature, has a public, shared element: which is, in fact, public before it
is private. I say, it has a shared element (rather than saying it is shared entirely)
because what can be invested in, understood by, and gained from such a public
resource, can be incredibly private and personal. Clearly then, we must under-
stand the American Dream in its multiple capacities (inexhaustively listed) as:
a (multi-)national myth, a common dream, a national wish-list of consumerist
items, a normative gauge, a utopian vision, a container into which personal hopes
and aspirations can be placed, a place of negotiated, contested and reflected social
and political values, a place represented not only through linguistic description
but through music, architecture, landscape and visuals.

Popularised by J. T. Adams in 1931, the term ‘the American Dream’ denotes
a vast array of meanings and from each of these ripple numerous and overlap-
ping connotations. Adams’ influential description contains within it many of the
strains (in many senses of the word) which, together, make the notion so rich:

But there has been also the American dream, that dream of a land in which
life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity
for each according to ability or achievement. It is a difficult dream for the
European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too many of us ourselves
have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a dream of motor cars and
high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each
woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately
capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the for-
tuitous circumstances of birth or position (Adams 1933, 415).

From this snippet it is possible to see the strain of consumerist materiality inter-
twined with notions of intangible, value-laden, potentialities; motor cars along-
side (utopian?) dreams of a perfect ‘social order’.

To look first at the entity which is the American Dream, Christopher Tilley’s
introduction to the special issue Identity, Place, Landscape and Heritage (Tilley
2006) and Duncan S. A. Bell’s (2003) notion of ‘mythscape’” are useful when
looked at in tandem. Tilley’s broad discussion of landscapes - partially defined
as ‘structures of feeling’ (Tilley 2006, 7) — put together with notions of identity,
materiality, embodiment, memory and myth help to frame the complexity of the
American Dream. He writes: “Collective identities are always bound up with no-
tions of collective traditions and shared material forms” (Tilley 2006, 12).

Here, then, we already have a defence of the materiality of the Ameri-
can Dream - although not of its commodification or political appropriation.
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For Tilley, ‘things in culture’ are required for the (necessary) move from the
intangibility of dreams to the intangibility of individual identities:

Material forms may act as key metaphors of embodied identities, tools with
which to think through and create connections around which people actively
create identities. Artefacts permit people to know who they are by virtue of
the fact that they assume specific forms or images in the minds of the viewer in
a manner not possible to convey in words (Tilley 2006, 23; my italics).

This brings into the foreground a tension between different understandings of
‘(in)tangible’ Is the intangible defined by being that which is unarticulated, un-
articulatable, immaterial, abstract or impalpable? What is the place of specificity
in the intangible? Tilley here seems to suggest that the translation from tangible
‘thing’ to ‘the minds of the viewer’ results in something ‘specific, yet something,
the process of whose becoming is ‘not possible to convey in words.

Bell, similarly exercised by how identity is formed in relation to ‘things, in-
troduces myth as the narrative form in which such translation and interpretation
can take place. Arguing against a conflation of memory with myth, Bell discusses
the agency involved in memory and notes that in the conflation (which he sees
as a common misunderstanding) non-animate objects (e.g. landscapes) are seen
as possessing memory, and people are represented as holding memories which
they simply cannot have gained first-hand.

These conflated examples of this type of ‘remembering’ belong, Bell claims,
to myth rather than to memory. It is in mythologizing that non-animate objects
become invested with meaning — a meaning neither static nor stable, but continu-
ally contested. Furthermore, Bell argues that the temporal possibilities of myth
are far greater than those of memory, allowing for an engagement with the past,
present and future simultaneously (whereas, clearly, in his “more limited and
cogent” (Bell 2003, 63) conception of memory this is not possible). He therefore
introduces the ‘mythscape’ as

the temporally and spatially extended discursive realm wherein the struggle
for control of people’s memories and the formation of nationalist myths is
debated, contested and subverted incessantly. The mythscape is the page upon
which the multiple and often conflicting nationalist narratives are (re)written;
it is the perpetually mutating repository for the representation of the past for
the purposes of the present (Bell 2003, 66).
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The metaphorical use of the book/manuscript from which the mythscape is
a ‘page’ indicates strongly the narrative dimension of Bell’s concept. However,
the story is not found on the page passively present: Bell emphasises the agency
involved in the creating and editing of the narrative — Tilley uses the poetic
metaphor of “palimpsests of past and present” (2006, 7). It is an agency which
can be personal and political (simultaneously). I argue that the appropriation
of the narrative of the American Dream by political (in the narrow sense of the
word) actors inhibits its uptake by individuals.

The American Dream

The American Dream, as a concept, is quite unusual. There is not, as far as [ am
aware, a ‘Scottish Dream;, a ‘German Dream, or a ‘French Dream’ In fact, those
labels have connotations which are politically dubious and would, for any degree
of successful uptake, have to be euphemised rather heavily. But the United States
is an immigrant nation, and this, as J. T. Adams (1933) perceives it, is an important
distinction so far as national dreaming goes. But then, we would expect to have
a similarly developed ‘Australian Dream, or an ‘Israeli Dream’ And, again, in
any sense that these do exist (or have existed) they are dogged with controversy.
Actually, what we find is that the American Dream has become a conceptual
export: as the English language has expanded into world Englishes, a (disputed)
global lingua franca, the American Dream no longer belongs inside the United
States alone, but can be found with regional features across the globe (as cultural
imperialism goes, successfully exporting a national dream to which to aspire is
quite astounding). This is not to say that the much maligned cultural imperialism
of the USA has been responsible, wholesale (or perhaps even for the most part)
for this coming to be. America as the ‘land of opportunity’ has been (and remains
so for many) such a potent symbol worldwide that the uptake across cultures was
desired and often bolstered by hazy tales of American Dreams being realised.

In the introduction were listed some of the most prevalent frames for under-
standing the American Dream and to this I think Benedict Anderson’s imagined
community is helpful as a backdrop. He talks of a ‘sociological organism’ moving
steadily through time, analogous to ‘the idea of the nation’ He writes:

An American will never meet, or even know the names of more than a hand-
ful of his 240,000,000-0dd fellow-Americans. He has no idea of what they
are up to at any one time. But he has complete confidence in their steady,
anonymous, simultaneous activity (Anderson 2006, 26).2
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Figure 1. Closing a summer cottage, Quogue, New York, 1957.

The American Dream must, therefore, compose a coherent narrative which
masks - but allows for — multiple subjectivities.

Viewing the American Dream as a composite of narratives does not pre-
vent further classification - such as the American Dream being, simultaneously,
a composite of myths. Walter R. Fisher (1985), arguing for the narrative paradigm,
notes that it is, in fact, a ‘metaparadigm, which

does not deny the utility of drawing distinctions regarding macroforms of
discourse — myths, metaphors, arguments, and so on. It insists, though, that
any instance of discourse is always more than the individuated forms that
may compose it (Fisher 1985, 347).

Thus, it is also helpful to view the American Dream in terms of it being a myth,
and as R. C. Rowland and J. M. Jones suggest, a particular type of myth:

The dominant social narrative often labelled the ‘American Dream’ has been
treated by a number of rhetorical critics and other political commentators as
a myth. While we agree that the American Dream has been among the most
powerful secular myths in this country for well over a century, we think that
the functioning of the narrative is best illuminated by treating it as a par-
ticular sub-form of myth: political romance (Rowland & Jones 2007, 428).
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They choose this sub-type because, as they put it, political romance holds its hero
not as “superior in kind” to other men, but rather, “superior in degree” (op cit,
429). Therefore, every man can be hero of his own narrative in his own dream.
Yet the tension this creates between dream world and reality is one played out in
Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1949).

This play is a crucial (and devastating) commentary on the American Dream.
In it every man is represented by Willy Loman, an unsuccessful travelling sales-
man consumed by the materialism of the American Dream at the cost of the
truly valuable humanity at the centre of every man’s life. The American Dream,
Miller believes, is guilty for the corruption of American society. Charley, Willy’s
only friend, and a wiser man than he, says:

Nobody dast blame this man. Willy was a salesman. He’s a man way out there
in the blue, riding on a smile and a shoeshine. A salesman is got to dream,
boy. It comes with the territory (Miller 2010, 120).

Yet it is the contents of the Dream, those internalised uncritically by Willy and
thrust upon his sons, which are “all, all, wrong”. In fact, the Dream is summed
up as “phony” and dangerous (although such a revelation never comes for Willy,
who commits suicide in order to leave his family death-insurance money).

Freedom, want, and wealth

We can see Miller’s opinion echoed in various ways. In an essay following the
American Dream and its moral and material realisations from J. T. Adams’ day
to 2009, David Kamp sees a shift from a wartime Rockwell-inspired ‘freedom
from want’ to what is, as he stresses, a completely different ‘freedom to want’
In fact it was “a world away from the idea that the patriotic thing to do in tough
times is go shopping” (Kamp 2009, 8). He traces the material manifestations
of the American Dream through the Levittown 1950s3 in which “buttressed by
postwar optimism and prosperity”, the American Dream shifted, becoming less
specifically concentrated on those identified earlier by Adams, and becoming
more specific and materially focussed. The ownership of one’s own home was

the fundamental goal, but, depending on who was doing the dreaming,
the package might also include car ownership, television ownership (which
multiplied from 6 million to 6o million sets in the U.S. between 1950 and
1960), and the intent to send one’s kids to college (Kamp 2009, 10).
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Figure 2. Norman Rockwell’s Freedom from Want, 1943.
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Of course, the explosion in television ownership also increased exponentially
the public exposure both to the model families seen on soaps (modelling the
achievement of the American Dream) and, when advertising began in earnest,
to the pairing of the myth with any brands packaged well enough to make such
a pairing credible.

Kamp highlights the introduction of the credit card alongside the changing
moral standing of credit in general. Through the 1970s, however, as he enumer-
ates, the uptake of long-term credit was still modest, and despite appearances,
this trend continued through the 1980s. But, he writes,

it was in the 8os that the American Dream began to take on hyperbolic con-
notations, to be conflated with extreme success: wealth, basically. [...] “Who
says you can’t have it all?” went the jingle in a ubiquitous beer commercial
from the era, which only got more alarming as it went on to ask, “Who says
you can’t have the world without losing your soul?” (Kamp 2009, 12).

Kamp describes this development in the 1980s as the “recalibration [which] saw
the American Dream get decoupled from any concept of the common good”
(Kamp 2009, 13). Wealth, or at least the outward signs of wealth - a simulacrum
of it — then leads to gaudy architectural facades, and garish interiors. This infla-
tion (coupled with its economic counterpart) contributed, in Kamp’s view, to the
situation in which the American Dream was “almost by definition unattainable,
a moving target that eluded people’s grasp” (op cit, 15). This was not, however,
reflected in the pressure people felt under to attain these impossibly high goals,
and as such, a feeling of failure was frequently engendered.

Of course, such consumerism and particularly its tie to the American Dream,
did not go uncriticised - in political, artistic and popular fields. Many were criti-
cal of President Reagan and noted the irony of his Hollywood connection in
upholding the veneer. Molly Haskell, a feminist film critic, spelt this out when
she said: “The propaganda arm of the American Dream machine — Hollywood”
(Haskell 1987, 2)4. And humorist George Carlin quipped: “They call it the ‘Ameri-
can Dream’ because you have to be asleep to believe it” (Carlin 2006). Kamp
himself, talking of the American Dream and its connection with various frontiers
(the Wild West or the Moon) makes the dry suggestion that “perhaps debt was
the new frontier” (Kamp 2009, 13). However, as Fisher makes clear,

[i]n dichotomizing the American Dream into materialistic and moralistic

myths, there is danger that one may assume that there is virtue in one and
only vice in the other. But this is an inaccurate view (Fisher 1973, 163).
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It would be disingenuous to attempt to remove from the American Dream all
that was ‘tainted’ by materialism and consumerism. Fisher again (writing just
after the re-election of President Nixon in 1972):

If one conceives of the American Dream as a monistic myth, it will seem odd
to suggest that both Mr. Nixon and Mr. McGovern epitomize that dream.
Actually, the American Dream is two dreams, or, more accurately, it is two
myths, myths that we all share in some degree or other and which, when taken
together, characterize America as a culture (Fisher 1973, 160).

Thus we see the need and demand for a pendulum swing back to an American
Dream more recognisable as the one J. T. Adams envisages (or is it post-ration-
alisation, the silver lining of the cloud of economic depression?).

Barack Obama, once elected President, talked of the American Dream being
“in reverse”. One can assume that this was describing the economic crash and
sub-prime housing market rather than the voicing of a pessimistic opinion about
the worsening morals of the American public. He also said in his infomercial
(before being elected):

Everybody here has got a story. Somewhere, you've got parents who said:
“You know what, maybe I won't go to college, but I know if I work hard, my
child will go to college” Everybody here has got a story of somebody who
came from another country. They said: “Maybe my grandchild or my great
grandchild, they’ll have opportunity, they’ll have freedom?” Everybody here
has got a story about a grandparent or a great-grandparent who worked in
a coal mine, who worked in a tough factory, maybe got injured somewhere,
but they said: “You know what, I may not have a home, but if I work hard
enough, someday my child, my grandchild, they’ll have a home they can call
their own” That’s the story of America (Obama-Media-Team 2008).

Yet he would also say, in more elevated tones (in the same infomercial): “It is
that fundamental belief - I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sister’s keeper - that
makes this country work” (Obama-Media-Team 2008).

And here we come to the moralistic myth Fisher feels is wound together with
the materialistic one. He puts it thus:

Where the materialistic myth involves a concept of freedom that emphasizes

the freedom to do as one pleases, the moralistic myth tends toward the idea
of freedom fo be as one conceives himself (Fisher 1973, 162).
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Yet, astutely, he identifies the guilt inherent in the uptake of the moralistic myth
and the guilt engendered by the recognition of someone else’s uptake of such
amyth. That is, in order to be sufficiently affected by moralistic appeals, one must
recognise in oneself a moral shortcoming (or a laziness in putting one’s beliefs
into action). The advocates of such moral campaigns are, understandably, “ac-
cused of taking a ‘holier than thou’ attitude” (Fisher 1973, 162).

There is a normative element to the moralistic myth: it attaches values to the
American Dream (think of “I have a dream that one day...”). And what are those
values, specifically? It is not easy, not even possible, to give a definite answer here.
The best one can do is to quote the United States Declaration of Independence
and leave extrapolation open:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness (Declaration of
Independence 1776).

So what Fisher offers us is a way of conceiving of the American Dream in terms
of two intertwined myths which, when taken together provide the material for
a coherent narrative.

Myths, materiality, appropriation and branding
Landscapes and authenticity

The idea of the American Dream is intangible — ideas are. But in order for it to
be public, it must be expressed through something — words, symbols, sounds,
sensations, most often a combination of these. Tilley focuses a great deal on
place and landscape; landscape being a place invested with meaning (whereas
a place, arguably, has no inherent meaning). He also focuses on identity forma-
tion in relation to memory - including memory of place (he talks of ‘ontological
moorings’). As mentioned already, the American Dream is associated with fron-
tiers. Specific frontiers have become prominent but the more figurative frontier
is also fundamental: the material one often stands metaphorically for the figura-
tive one. Yet, take the two material frontiers already mentioned - the Wild West
and the Moon - and I think it would be safe to say that nobody reading this will
have experienced these frontiers first hand. So, not only are these mythologised
places out of our temporal or geographic reach, but they go through numerous
re-interpretations. Therefore, although Tilley says this:
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Ideas and feelings about identity are located in the specificities of places and
landscapes in what they actually look like or perhaps more typically how they
ought to appear [...] and how they feel, in the fullness and emotional richness
of the synaesthetic relations of these places with our bodies which encounter
them (Tilley 2006, 14).

He also says of ‘traditions’ (including those relating to place) that “notions of
degrees of authenticity or inauthenticity remain entirely inappropriate to evaluate
them” (2006, 12). Tilley seems to be at odds with himself here: on the one hand
the sensory, sensual experience of actual place seems to be vital, yet, on the other,
the authenticity of these places is a lesser concern (note the priority given to the
subjective interpretation “more typically how they ought to appear”).

How, then, are we to understand our romanticised notions of place as most
often authentically experienced in the cinema? What sort of synaesthetic as-
sociations do we actually have with these frontiers if not the smell of popcorn,
the movie soundtrack mingled with coughs and whispers, the darkened theatre
in which the proximity of strangers contrasts with the characters on-screen?
(Or, perhaps more common nowadays, the sitting-room sofa and the ambivalent
attempt at escapism from ‘the comfort of our own home’?) These two real fron-
tiers of the American Dream are experienced only as second hand translations,
always mythologised, often pastiched to kitsch. I would take issue, therefore,
with Tilley’s apparent relegation of authenticity to the somewhat negligible and
suggest, instead, that authenticity is frequently held up against accusations of
being ‘phony’: the struggle to define ‘authentic’ becomes a very important and
bitterly contested one.

Tilley does talk of the problems of a certain romanticisation: “A symbolic
return to the past often acts as a retreat from the uncertainties of the present”
(Tilley 2006, 14). He makes the point that the notion of ‘place’ as a stable and
‘secure resource’ with which to forge social identity has, in the “flux of spatial
flows”, become less and less reliable. The agency involved in the creation of land-
scape and place is, for Tilley, absolutely central for our understanding of how it
comes to play a part, not only in our personal identity creation, but in political
identities. Thus:

What kinds of landscape and place we produce, and want, are inextricably
bound up with the politics of identity, for ideas about both relate to whom
we want to live with and whom we want to exclude, who belongs and who
does not, to issues of class, ethnicity, gender and sexuality (Tilley 2006, 15).

84



Valuing the intangible in the American Dream

Figure 3. Branding and appropriation
of a symbol: John Stetson, John Wayne,
Ronald Reagan-as-actor, Ronald Reagan-
as-President, George W. Bush, and Barack
Obama.
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And this is precisely why the Wild West, together with the Stetson-wearing hero,
is extremely problematic when it comes to a multicultural - not to mention
multi-gendered - American Dream.

John Wayne and the Wild West frontier

We all know (from childhood) the role of the indigenous Native American and
the Mexican in cowboy films. Way out West things just ain’t that complicated. As
John Wayne, in various incarnations as white frontier hero would have us know,

I know those law books mean a lot to you, but not out here. Out here a man
settles his own problems. — Tom, in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (Ray
1985, 217).

Out here, due process is a bullet. — Ethan, in The Searchers (Roberts & Olson
1997, 558).

Out of character, the man John Wayne said:

I don't feel we did wrong in taking this great country away from them. There
were great numbers of people who needed new land, and the Indians were
selfishly trying to keep it for themselves (Golson 1981, 269).

It might seem like the political comments of a mere actor are out of place.
But first, an actor by the name of Ronald Reagan made it to the White House
(his acting-out the hero was - together with his political talents - endorsement
enough for him to get ‘all the way to the top, and he continued to use his acting
experience to great effect). And, second, John Wayne’s iconic status is such that
he has come to symbolise, and is seen (by some) as embodying, many of the
values associated with this frontier version of the American Dream. The role of
the iconic in our times is immense, but here I just focus briefly on why Wayne
is significant in understanding the frontier version of the American Dream and
how this impacts upon its political appropriation.

Wayne's iconic status is hardly under dispute. Here are two short introductions:

Why was Wayne the Number One Movie Star, even as late as 1995? He embod-
ies the American myth [...] Our basic myth is that of the frontier. Our hero
is the frontiersman. To become urban is to break the spirit of man. Freedom
is out on the plains, under the endless sky. A pent-in American ceases to be
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American [...] The ‘young American’ Emerson imagined out on the horizon
had the easy gait and long stride of John Wayne (Wills 1997, 302—-303).

He epitomized rugged masculinity, and has become an enduring American
icon. He is famous for his distinctive voice, walk and physical presence. He
was also known for his conservative political views and his support in the
1950s for anti-communist positions (NationMaster-Encyclopedia).

There are, of course, many actors who are typecast, and many actors who seek
to preserve their ‘brand’ (and their commercial sponsorships) by acting in their
daily lives in a way not incongruent with their public image. Wayne was no dif-
ferent in this reinvention:

[Clonstructing a screen persona and a private personality that reinforced
one another in a continual, symbiotic dance. In the process he became a per-
manent fixture of American popular culture, an icon. During much of the
twentieth century, for millions of Americans, watching a John Wayne movie
was like peering, over and over again, into a great cultural mirror (Roberts
& Olson 1997, 647).

However, Wayne’s influence has been deeper than most: “He became a magnet
that drew the cultural ideals and popular attitudes of the nation into an agreeable
figurehead” (Davis 2001, xiii). From a chapter entitled “Reactionary Patriarch’,
Ronald L. Davis writes not only about Wayne’s ability to engender feelings of
personal empathy, but also his political influence:

Wayne had become the unofficial spokesman for provincial America, giv-
ing sanction to traditional attitudes in a time of raging conflict (Davis 2001,
280—281).

An iconic image need not accurately reflect the complexities of the character on
which that icon is based. The myth which supports the icon “hides nothing and
flaunts nothing: it distorts; myth is neither a lie nor a confession: it is an inflex-
ion” (Barthes 2000, 129). And simplicity is an important part of this inflexion
according to Roland Barthes:

In passing from history to nature, myth acts economically: it abolishes the

complexity of human acts, it gives them the simplicity of essences, it does
away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond what is immediately

87



Rowan R. Mackay

visible, it organizes a world which is without contradictions because it is
without depth, a world wide open and wallowing in the evident, it establishes
a blissful clarity: things appear to mean something by themselves (Barthes
2000, 143).

There are many accounts of Vietnam veterans citing Wayne as being representa-
tive of the America for which (they thought) they were fighting, not all of whom
were celebrating the ‘simplicity’ of that easy connection upon return.s Davis
quotes screenwriter Roy Huggins as saying:

People actually thought of Wayne as a great hero [...] And, of course, John
Wayne was just an actor. He was never in any armed service, never saw a war,
never even saw a gun fired that actually had lead in it. To me that is an incred-
ible comment on American society. It says something about the confusion in
the American people between reality and myth (Davis 2001, 8).

Yet that confusion, that uncritical embracing of the myth, has implications. For
what Wayne-the-icon symbolises is a mixture of what he, his characters, and the
pre-existing myth of the frontier hero bring together. And that relationship is
not one way: Wayne influences the meaning of the frontier hero. His reputation
for chauvinism (charitably not calling it misogyny) is, again, not under much
debate. His social conservatism, too, is well documented:

Duke came forward as a vehement foe of gun control [...] He disdained hip-
pies, long hair on men, and left-wing writers and eggheads who questioned
the conservative principles on which the United States had taken root. “The
disorders in the schools are caused by immature professors who have encour-
aged activists [...]” (Davis 2001, 280).

His racial views, however, are more controversial. His choice of spouses is used
to counter the accusation of racism, but on ‘multiculturalismy’ he was clear:

Despite his marriages to three Hispanic women, Duke would have no part
of multiculturalism. “No, we're not encouraging our children to adopt a dual
culture,” he said, “They’re all-American” (Davis 2001, 280).

Of course, the argument can be made that he was ‘of his time, and that would

certainly be true. But, as Barthes points out, in myth “history evaporates” (Bar-
thes 2000, 151) and all is pressed to present concerns. This provides ground for
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the frontier hero being conservative, and, in rejecting multiculturalism (while
begetting the results of a multicultural pairing), an accusation of ‘backwardness’
may be raised. Compounding this reputation, Wayne is also quoted as saying:

“I believe in white supremacy;” said Wayne, “until the Blacks are educated to
the point of responsibility. I don’t believe in giving authority and positions
of leadership and judgement to irresponsible people [...] I've directed two
pictures and I have given Blacks their proper positions. I had a Black slave
in The Alamo and I had the correct number of Blacks in The Green Berets.
But I don’t go so far as hunting for positions for them. I think the Hollywood
Studios are carrying their tokenism too far” (Johnson 1971).

Again, it is important to remember that what I am discussing here is the influence
of an icon upon the perception of the American Dream myth, and specifically
the frontier incarnation of that myth. John Wayne’s political views have been
simplified to fit into his iconic status, and these simplified (and simplistic) politi-
cal views have leached into what he is taken to represent and is allied to. Public
figures can officially endorse ideas and other public figures; alternatively, public
figures and movements can appropriate (or at least attempt to appropriate) the
values associated with certain myths. This is why John Wayne’s iconic importance
within the frontier-hero myth is relevant and troubling.

Political appropriation

The American Dream, therefore, has a problematic tie to place, and not only
place but the connotations which are deeply associated with that place. Which
political allegiance does such a frontier vision fit best? The Republicans, without
question. In Mythologies, addressing what he sees as the political inclination of
myth, Barthes writes:

Statistically, myth is on the right. There, it is essential; well-fed, sleek, ex-
pansive, garrulous, it invents itself ceaselessly. It takes hold of everything,
all aspects of the law, of morality, of aesthetics, of diplomacy, of household
equipment, of Literature, of entertainment. [...] The oppressed makes the
world, he has only an active, transitive (political) language; the oppressor con-
serves it, his language is plenary, intransitive, gestural, theatrical: it is Myth.
The language of the former aims at transforming, of the latter at eternalizing
(Barthes 2000, 149).
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Which is why there has been a great deal of discussion as to Barack Obama’s
success at the ballot box and his deployment of the rhetoric and narrative of
the American Dream. There are, in theory, different strategies he could adopt.
He could reject as Republican, backward and conservative, those features of the
narrative which tie it to the values associated with his opponents. Or he could at-
tempt to reclaim those features, and re-frame them in his own narrative. In prac-
tise, he did a bit of both, but notably, he concentrated on the latter strategy. Here,
from his 2004 Democratic National Convention keynote speech:

[T]he pundits like to slice-and-dice our country [...] Red States for Repub-
licans, Blue States for Democrats. [...] We coach Little League in the Blue
States and yes, we've got some gay friends in the Red States. [...] We are one
people, all of us pledging allegiance to the stars and stripes, all of us defending
the United States of America (Obama 2004).

Not only did Obama attempt to muddy the divided ideological waters, but he
has, since, gone out of his way to place himself in the locations and roles (real
and metaphorical) normally only available within the Republican narrative
(e.g. stressing his maternal Kansas connection and his donning of the Stetson).
Tilley writes:

Identities must of necessity be improvised and changing, rather than fixed
and rule-bound, intimately related to experience and context. They are both
in the mind and of the world, embodied and objectified through action and
material practice (Tilley 2006, 17).

And of the interplay of such identity formation with the negotiation of power he
suggests that to the extent that identity is made up of - and displayed through -
the use of symbols, their appropriation marks a site of symbolic power struggle.
“Identity;” he writes, “may be regarded as a scarce resource requiring careful cul-
tivation and manipulation of material symbols to maintain it” (Tilley 2006, 15).

Taking up this idea of place, identity, political appropriation and narrative,
Michael Silverstein, in a discussion of political ‘message’ within Obama’s cam-
paign, says:

For an electoral candidate these particular semiotic flotsam, the design ele-

ments of ‘message, become what we term emblems of identity that can be de-
ployed to remind the folks of who - that is, of course, sociologically speaking,
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what - the political figure is. What are his or her defining dimensionalities?
(Silverstein 2011, 3).

‘Semiotic flotsam’ is a rather nice image and useful, as long as it is remembered
that flotsam is contained upon a particular sea (although floating, the sea - the
wider context — acts as a boundary) and that it comes to be after being jettisoned
from a particular ship (each sign has a history which shapes its subsequent recep-
tion). Silverstein goes on:

Such emblems position people, allowing a public to identify them in a struc-
tural space of relative possible social identities, like protagonists and villains
in the emplotments of most of the narratives to which we are otherwise ex-
posed (soap opera of grotesques, we might term it) (Silverstein 2011, 3).

In an astonishingly blunt way, this ‘message’ of Obama’s (having received a severe
buffeting in the currents of White House reality) has recently had something of
what Silverstein terms a ‘semiotic self-redemption’ (Silverstein 2011, 3). Jonathan
Jones (2011) writes: “With one cool shot, the US president brought down both
Osama bin Laden and Republican claims to the mantle of western hero” He then
draws out the significance of Obama’s president-as-gunslingin’-good-guy role.
He notes that after Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush both adopted, to varying
degrees of success, the western hero persona (and symbolic props), the ‘heritage
of the mythic west’ remained firmly in Republican control. As he sees it, however,
this has been overturned by Obama:

This is why cool-talking, straight-shooting President Barack Obama has just
changed history. He has overturned more than three decades in which the
Democrats looked through the lens of the western like wimps from back east,
and Republicans posed as tough sheriffs (Jones 2011).

And, supporting both Silverstein’s view of the ‘message’ as being of primary im-
portance, and Fisher’s application of the narrative paradigm, Jones ends his piece
by saying:

It may seem trite to reduce it all to a western. But in the political imagination,
where elections are won and lost, this is a game-changer. [...] The myth of
superior Republican patriotism is headed for Boot Hill — and Destry Rides
Again (Jones 2011).
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This political appropriation and subsequent struggle over claims to be fiduciaries
(and thus executors) of the American Dream myth marries institutionality and
mythologizing. The first is addressed by Bourdieu, the second by Bell.

Institution of identity

Bourdieu makes the point that an identity, by the dint of being named as such is
both a right and an imposition:

The institution of an identity, which can be a title of nobility or a stigma
(‘you’re nothing buta ...), is the imposition of a name, i.e. of a social essence.
To institute, to assign an essence, a competence, is to impose a right to be that
is an obligation of being so (or to be so). It is to signify to someone what he is
and how he should conduct himself as a consequence (Bourdieu 1991, 120).

Therefore, to enter into the discourse about the American Dream and, like those
actors and politicians above, to publically assume the mantle of living in, living
up to, aspiring towards its attainment (or privately casting oneself as the hero?),
is to appropriate the values, affordances and limitations which it entails. Entering
into a public dream, employing such a myth, involves recognising its bounda-
ries, and, moreover, it may demand something itself. W. B. Yeats (1914) used as
an epigraph, “In dreams begins responsibility”, and perhaps political actors and
commercial interests could be held accountable here for their (ab)use of the
American Dream myth. Furthermore, it could be suggested that only a dream
free of political appropriation and branding (a reification of sorts) could inspire
responsibility in individuals taking up the dream.

Perhaps, however, conceiving of the American Dream myth as something
which deserves (which can deserve) is an unhelpful personification. Bourdieu’s
point holds, however, that an identity is an institutionalisation of sorts and with
such an institutionalisation come external and political demands, requirements,
and deserts. He elaborates:

In this and other cases, moving from the implicit to the explicit, from one’s
subjective impression to objective expression, to public manifestation in the
form of a discourse or public act, constitutes in itself an act of institution and
thereby represents a form of officialization and legitimation [...] (Bourdieu

1991, 173).
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These paired dualities, implicit and explicit, subjective impression and objective
expression, are connected to the tangibility, the articulation, the determinacy of
an identity.

The ambiguities resonant in these terms, however, make distinction diffi-
cult. For example, if I am arguing that leaving dreams as intangible affords them
greater (and more positive) use than if they are hijacked by political and commer-
cial players, what definition of tangible am I using and what relation does such
intangibility have to subjectivity or objectivity? The Oxford English Dictionary
has four main meanings for ‘tangible’ as an adjective, and one for it as a noun:

A. adj.
1. a. Capable of being touched; affecting the sense of touch; touchable.
b. Hence, material, externally real, objective.
2. That may be discerned or discriminated by the sense of touch; as a tangible
property or form.
3. fig. That can be laid hold of or grasped by the mind, or dealt with as a fact;
that can be realized or shown to have substance; palpable.
4. Capable of being touched or affected emotionally.
B.n.
A thing that may be touched; something material or objective. Also fig.
(OED Online).

There is a clear overlap here between tangible and objective, and tangible and
material. However, the figurative uses and the definition 4 concerned with emo-
tional affect, remove the certainty and simplicity afforded by the first two defini-
tions (and ‘real’ and ‘objective’ are not that certain or simple themselves when it
comes down to it).

If we foreground three defining features of the American Dream: it is public,
it is a myth, and it is a dream; its being ‘dealt with as a fact’ is clearly impossible.
Furthermore, if it does possess dream-like qualities (and what are these exactly
if not undefined, insubstantial, unreal or unobjective?) then in one way it will
be absolutely graspable ‘by the mind’ (dreams which seem unreal at the time of
dreaming are unusual), and it may feel palpable, but, in another way, it will resist
definition and remain very (and necessarily) immaterial.

Bourdieu employs the trinity of ‘credit, credence and fides’ (Bourdieu 1991,
192) in connection with political capital and the constitutive features of symbolic
power which highlights the giving-over of power, the divestment of it from some
people to other ‘powerful’ people and ‘significant’ things. He writes:
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Political capital is a form of symbolic capital, credit founded on credence or be-
lief and recognition or, more precisely, on the innumerable operations of credit
by which agents confer on a person (or on an object) the very powers that
they recognise in him (or it). This is the ambiguity of the fides, analysed by
Benveniste: an objective power which can be objectified in things (and in par-
ticular in everything that constitutes the symbolic nature of power - thrones,
sceptres and crowns), it is the product of subjective acts of recognition and, in
so far as it is credit and credibility, exists only in and through representation,
in and through trust, belief and obedience (Bourdieu 1991, 192).

And here, again, Joseph Campbell’s (2002) statement that “myths are public
dreams, dreams are private myths” brings into focus the strange topography of
the American Dream. This topography, the topography of myth, is a subject upon
which Barthes ponders in his book Mythologies. He writes:

Thus every myth can have its history and its geography; each is in fact the
sign of the other: a myth ripens because it spreads. I have not been able to
carry out any real study of the social geography of myths. But it is perfectly
possible to draw what linguists would call the isoglosses of a myth, the lines
which limit the social region where it is spoken. As this region is shifting,
it would be better to speak of the waves of implantation of the myth (Barthes
2000, 149—150).

This quote is interesting on multiple levels: firstly, in the clear parallels drawn
between myth and nationalism. Secondly, in Barthes attempts to portray myth,
on the one hand as an organic, alive being which ‘ripens’ and ‘spreads’; and on the
other, as something to which the application of some systematic scientific study
(‘real study’) is not only possible, but could produce a very tangible isogloss of
myth (although he immediately moves from envisaging ‘lines’ which ‘limit’ to
‘waves’ which ‘implant’).

Conclusions

The notion that myths can be likened to linguistic features in the sense that they
travel and gain a geographical coverage (and I suppose these days this would
also pertain for cyberspace) is an appealing one. It may help to explain a certain
expansion and contraction in the popularity of myths (and particular versions
of particular myths, if we are looking at the American Dream). It also has the
advantage of explaining how a myth could be inflected with local features (as we
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can see by local - and other national - variations of the American Dream). How-
ever, it does run the risk of being reductive (or rather, its necessary reductiveness
runs the risk of being a barrier to a deeper understanding of myth’s multi-layered
nature). Bell writes:

[A] mythscape can be conceived of as the discursive realm, constituted by
and through temporal and spatial dimensions, in which the myths of the na-
tion are forged, transmitted, reconstructed and negotiated constantly (Bell
2003, 75).

Bell’s point being that as an organising, analytical tool and framework, ‘mem-
ory’ - collective and individual - does not suffice. He rather scathingly writes:

‘Memory, it appears, has today assumed the role of a meta-theoretical trope
and also, perhaps, a sentimental yearning; as the idea of an Archimedean
Truth has slowly and painfully withered under the assault of various anti-
foundational epistemologies, memory seems to have claimed Truth’s valorized
position as a site of authenticity, as a point of anchorage — albeit an unsteady
one - in a turbulent world stripped of much of its previous meaning. In
memory we trust (Bell 2003, 65).

This touches upon several of the points raised thus far: the notion of a ‘meta’-
trope recalls Fisher’s commitment to the narrative (meta)paradigm; the demand
for something to protect truth and authenticity, as well as provide a ‘point of
anchorage, recalls the strength, use and appropriation of the American Dream
myth; the reiteration of the need for a ‘site’ echoes Tilley’s discussion of the im-
portance of place and the role of the material and tangible in that; and finally, Bell
highlights the yearning for stability in the face of the world’s turbulence which
myth, dreams, memory, narrative, place, institutionalisation, and objectification
make manifest. Bell’s critique of ‘the mnemonic turn’ (2003, 78) is based on what
he presents as the danger of a conflation, a conflation that leads to ‘conceptual
confusion” and also, more worryingly perhaps, ‘serves to obscure’ the political
aspect of collective remembrance, in which the ‘governing mythology’ is able to
be challenged by alternative ‘organic’ narratives, which run counter (op cit, 66).

The relevance of such a dominant narrative to the American Dream myth is
clear, particularly when the party political dimension comes in, but also more
generally as a restricting frame both foisted upon, and adopted by, disparate
people. Bell asks difficult and pertinent questions which throw light upon the
manifold complexities of the American Dream:
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[I]n what way does a national identity maintain temporal continuity, exerting
its fierce gravitational pull from generation to generation?

[W1hat are the key discursive elements that help to bind together the idea
of a collective national identity? How is history, indeed time, represented?
[H]ow do we ‘cultivate’ and moreover ‘acquire’ memories? [...] And how can
institutions, practices, buildings or statues remember? (Bell 2003, 67, 69, 71).

The reason I think Bell’s formulation of a mythscape is so useful when looking at
the American Dream rests upon the way such a concept encapsulates the intan-
gibility and dehistoricity of myth, while bringing into the foreground (through
the use of the suffix -‘scape’) both an objectifying and a subjectivity: that is, an
interplay of interpretation and translation. Bell notes myth’s ability to hide com-
plexity and contradiction:

Myth serves to flatten the complexity, the nuance, the performative contradic-
tions of human history; it presents instead a simplistic and often uni-vocal
story (Bell 2003, 75).

But this ‘uni-vocal’ story, although politically expedient, can be (and is) chal-
lenged by what Bell calls ‘subaltern myths’ Applying this to the American Dream,
we can see how it may be envisaged as ‘ripening’ (in Barthes’ terms), as ‘palimp-
sestic’ (in Tilley’s), and as ‘controlled through narrative’ (in Fisher’s). Bell writes:

We can view the nationalist governing mythology in a similar way, as the at-
tempt to impose a definite meaning on the past, on the nation and its history.
However, as with ideologies this attempt will invariably fail, there will always
be dissent and the story will never be accepted consistently and universally.
[...] The governing myth thus coexists with and is constantly contested by
subaltern myths, which are capable of generating their own traditions and
stories, stories as likely to be concerned with past oppression and suffering at
the hands of the dominant groups as by tales of national glory (Bell 2003, 74).

In this paper I have looked only at one dominant strand of the American Dream
myth. There are others, equally, if not more, dominant. The imposition of these
meanings, the vying for symbolic power, and the fear of allowing interpretation
are all avenues deserving of further attention.
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Notes

1 I would like to thank John E. Joseph for much editorial advice. I would also like to
thank the reviewers for very useful suggestions as to how this chapter could be improved.

2 Agnew and Sharp bring together Tilley’s notion of landscape with Anderson’s ‘im-
agined communities™: “Spatial orientations are of particular importance to understanding
America, whether this is with respect to foreign policy or to national identity. It could
be argued that a geographical imagination is central to all national political cultures [...]
However, if all nations are imagined communities, then America is the imagined com-
munity par excellence” (Agnew & Sharp 2002, 82).

3 Levitt houses started as homes for G.I.s (members of the US army) towards the end
of World War II (as part of the New Deal) and were designed to be modest, affordable
and suitable for family living.

4 More recently, there has been scrutiny paid to Hollywood’s connection to the Pen-
tagon and its apparent willingness to be ‘on message’ at the price of having access to great
war-film props (think Top Gun).

5 In Born on the Fourth of July, Kovic does not mince his words: “Gone. And it is gone
for America. I have given it for democracy. [...] It is gone and numb, lost somewhere out
there by the river where the artillery is screaming in. Oh God oh God I want it back! [...]
Yes, I gave my dead dick for John Wayne” (Kovic 2005, 116).
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The travelling furniture:
materialised experiences of living in the Jewish diaspora

Susanne Nylund Skog

When doing research on experiences of living as a Jew in Sweden I have found
that diasporic belonging is often mirrored in the artefacts that are regarded by
the narrators as meaningful and worthy of memorialising. This article aims to
further explore this area and investigate how a Jewish woman, by the use of a set
of bedroom furniture, positions herself in a Jewish diaspora while she simultane-
ously creates and maintains her Jewish identity. The article is based on interviews
with, and a life story written by, a Jewish woman I call Rachel. The interviews
and the written life story are a part of a larger body of oral and written narratives,
collected from two different sources: interviews with Jewish women who have
migrated to Sweden and The Jewish Memories, archived at the Nordic Museum
in Stockholm (Nylund Skog 2009; 2010). The overall purpose of the project for
which the material has been collected, is to investigate how memories of migra-
tion and experiences of living in a diaspora materialise in narratives (Nylund
Skog 2008; 2011). Rachel is in her eighties; she is a widow with five children and
eleven grandchildren and lives in the Swedish capital Stockholm. She was born
in Austria in the 1920s, fled from the Nazis to England with her younger sister
in the early 1940s, and later continued to Palestine. She lived for a while in the
Middle East and came to Sweden in the 1950s.

I will start with a short resume of Rachel’s life. Thereafter, I will explore the
meaning (or the meanings) of a story about bedroom furniture that Rachel told
me on our first meeting, and often mentioned afterwards. The story will serve as
an illustrative example and starting point for an investigation into how material
objects in narratives are used symbolically and imaginatively, as well as con-
cretely. The main theoretical purpose of the article is to discuss how materiality
and narrativity are related.

Rachel grew up in Vienna with her mother, father and a younger sister. Her
father owned and managed a pharmaceutical factory; her mother was a violin
player. German was the everyday language of the family, and the daily life was
in many aspects that of a well-established Austrian bourgeois family. It was only

Kannike, A. & Laviolette, P. (eds) (2013) Things in Culture, Culture in Things. Approaches to
Culture Theory 3, 102—113. University of Tartu Press, Tartu.
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on special occasions, such as the most important Jewish holidays, that the Jew-
ish heritage of Rachel’s family was visible and celebrated. Growing up Rachel
therefore considered herself an Austrian. In accordance with many Holocaust
survivors, she describes her childhood as a very happy one. She recalls moments
with her bearded grandfather under a peach tree, her mother playing the violin
behind glittering glass doors in a large Viennese apartment, her dedicated father
by her sick-bed when she was suffering from a minor cold, as well as hours of
ice skating to music.

When Rachel was in her teens, her life changed dramatically because of An-
schluss, when Hitler annexed Austria and made the country part of the Nazi em-
pire. Overnight Rachel was forbidden to enter certain places, sit on park benches,
travel by bus, and go to the theatre and to school. After some time of growing
misery and marginalisation in Vienna, Rachel and her sister were given the op-
portunity to escape from Austria with a children’s train to England. Some years
later they left England and continued to Palestine where the family was reunited.
In her life story Rachel writes that her life began when she was twenty three. By
that time she had met Aram, the man of her life and the father of her children.
In the 1950s it was Aram’s business that brought them to Sweden, where they
came to settle in Stockholm.

Rachel does not have a homeland in the geographical sense. She has no wish
to return to Austria, Israel or the Middle East. She feels at home in London, Eng-
land, where several of her husband’s relatives live, as well as in New York, USA,
where two of her children have settled, but she does not want to live anywhere
other than Stockholm. Despite this, she does not feel Swedish or at home in
Sweden. Home for Rachel is not a geographical place, but a feeling of belonging
connected to her family. In that sense, Rachel gives voice to experiences that she
has in common with a growing number of people all over the world. In Sweden
there are approximately one million people born in other countries (Olsson 1999,
14). This situation colours and gives meaning to the story about the bedroom
furniture that Rachel told me at our first interview.

R: It is a rather funny story. You know, mum and dad had a bedroom in
Vienna that my father ordered. I will show you. I have parts here. And my
mum did not like it. She was much more, a little bit more modern and she
was more like me, you know. Aram’s taste. And then, when they were going
to move. They were going to move and packed everything in Vienna, she
thought the bedroom. That bedroom, that one will never be able to have in
another country, because it is so baroque.
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One had such very large containers, you know, such container cars that
were filled and sent to Trieste. At that time one could at least still take such
things, not so much, but furniture and such, one could bring. And from Tri-
este my parents were going to see where they ended up, and then it should
not be that hard. So it was sent away, and the old furniture was left, it was left
by mum at her parents.

Then after came, the war with Italy began. Then the Germans took eve-
rything there was, everything that mum had sent away. And then, when she
came back to Vienna, the only thing that was left was this furniture that she
didn’t like. Hahaha and I love it!

S: Because it reminds you of your childhood?

R: That’s right, yes, and it is beautiful as well. At the moment it is too
messy in the room, so I can’t show you everything. I can show you some.

S: Yes.

R: And then, she had a small apartment, you know, two rooms. She fur-
nished everything with the furniture because there was a bed, a small sofa to
lie on during the day, there was a breakfast table with chairs, there was a toilet
table, and there was a very large wardrobe. It was two rooms.

S: Complete, then?

R: Complete, yes. That is how it was.

From the transcribed story it might seem as if I was given the opportunity to see
the furniture that Rachel spoke about. That was not the case; Rachel only swept
her hand in the direction of a room next to the one where the interview took
place, and since I at the time did not fully understand the humour or the impor-
tance of the story, I did not insist on seeing the furniture. When I later started
to think about the story and asked Rachel to see the furniture she did not want
to show it to me. It was far too messy in the room where most of the furniture
at the time was kept, she told me. I did not insist this time either. Finally, on yet
another occasion five years after our first meeting, I was informed that I could
see the furniture. The room had been cleaned, and at the moment housed one
of Rachel’s grandchildren.

The room where the furniture was kept is situated at the farthest end of a
corridor that starts as a serving alley, and ends in a small hallway. We passed the
dining room, the kitchen, where someone was busy cooking, a television room,
where three grandchildren had gathered, walls dressed with bookshelves, several
closed doors and finally we reached the small room (probably an old servant’s
chamber) where most of the bedroom furniture was kept. The furniture is painted
in a light grey nuance, heavily decorated with ornamentation of flowers and

104



The travelling furniture: materialised experiences of living in the Jewish diaspora

cherubs. The furniture consists of fifteen parts. At our visit a toilet table, some
chairs, two bed ends, a cupboard for linen, a writing desk and a smaller cupboard
were placed in the room.

Why did it take such a long time before I was invited to see the furniture?
Why was it placed in such a remote part of the big apartment, despite the fact that
Rachel said she loved it? Why did Rachel start the story by saying that her taste
was similar to her mother’s modern taste, and then end the story by saying that
she loved the furniture that represented her father’s baroque taste? And finally,
why did Rachel tell me about the furniture in the genre of a humorous story?
What is funny about the story?

In this paper I explore answers to these questions. But first I will briefly
present the tradition of material culture that has influenced the analysis, as well
as the theoretical basis of this paper.

Material culture and the materiality of narrativity

In Swedish ethnology and folkloristics there has always been an interest in arte-
facts, an interest connected to the development of the discipline and to museum
objects and folklore collections. Initially the objects were regarded as physical
artefacts and as symbolic representations. Today there is a renewed interest in
material culture, and to the traditional research new questions are introduced,
questions of how objects, in both the physical and imaginative respect, are given
agency and are parts of larger processes of meaning production, in which the
borders between subject and object are explored and questioned. These per-
spectives are represented by many renowned researchers such as the folklorist
Henry Glassie and his research on the relations between storytelling and material
culture (1999), the anthropologist Daniel Miller’s work on the material aspects
of consumer culture (1994; 2008), and the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s re-
search on the materiality of globalisation (1986). These are important sources of
inspiration for this article since they, albeit in different ways, explore the material
aspects of living in diasporas.

One reason for the growing interest in materiality is that traditionally re-
searchers have been too concerned with the written word, relying on a hierarchy
of knowledge that excludes perspectives and knowledge produced in ways other
than writing. However, as Henry Glassie argues, the material can give corrective
and other information than the written word (Glassie 1999). Material objects are
therefore no longer considered lifeless artefacts. What we eat, how we dress and
the things that we are surrounded by say something about our place in society.
They are symbolically charged and communicative.
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The importance we place on an object is not fixed; it changes as the object is
transported over time and place (O’Dell 2002, 26). Objects are given biographies
when they are taken from one place to another, from one person to another. Peo-
ple also change by these processes; they change status and enter new or changed
hierarchies of value (Appadurai 1986, 18). At the same time, as objects can alter
meaning when they travel over time and place, they also have a capacity for stor-
ing and maintaining information (Frykman 2001, 91). Objects can keep the own-
ers feelings and transfer them to new owners. They can also adjust to their new
owners needs without losing their old meaning. In that way objects can serve
as timeless containers for human emotions (Wettstein 2009, 29). Consequently,
material objects do something with us and we with them (Silvén 2004, 23), an
important argument for wanting to dissolve dichotomies such as object and sub-
ject, human and non-human, and instead place the relations between human
and materiality at the centre of research (Latour 1999, 308; see also Latour 2007).

In this article I focus on the relationship between narrativity and materiality
and consider them interrelated processes. Things create stories, stories give rise to
objects. Objects are charged with meaning by stories (Gustafsson Reinius 2005),
and stories are created with the help of things (Miller 2008). To let things talk, or
talk through things, can be a way of avoiding painful memories, as well as keeping
them (Wettstein 2009). Objects can also assist in expressing that which is hard,
or perhaps impossible, to express orally or in writing (Jackson 2002). I argue
that this is the case with the bedroom furniture in Rachel’s stories. The furniture
represents and symbolises that which for her is meaningful and important, but
hard to express.

Since I first contacted Rachel and asked her for an interview, we have spent
several hours recording her stories, hours when she has tried, in as nuanced a way
as possible, to tell me how it was, and is, to live as a Jewish woman in a violent
and changing world. For many years Rachel did not consider herself Jewish, but
as she has become older her feeling for Jewishness, for her heritage and for where
she belongs, has grown more and more important. I argue that this process, in
which Rachel’s Jewishness has gradually become more important, is mirrored
in the rather funny story about the bedroom furniture. In the following I will
pursue this argument and furthermore I will argue that the bedroom furniture
symbolically represents and materialises Rachel’s Jewish heritage.
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The Jewish furniture

The bedroom furniture was bought and brought home to the Vienna apartment
by Rachel’s father, who was born a Jew. According to Rachel, he had a different
and more old-fashioned taste than her mother, who was not born a Jew. The
bedroom of the bourgeois Vienna apartment hosted the complete set of fifteen
pieces, and seemed at the time to carry the same importance in the family’s life
as their Jewish heritage prior to Anschluss. It resided in the background out of
the immediate eye of the stranger, but was still of importance for the private and
procreative life of the family.

When Rachel’s parents fled Vienna, the furniture was left behind and placed
in the care of Rachel's mother’s parents, who were not Jewish. In the story Rachel’s
mother acts as if she is able to choose whether to be Jewish or not, as if Jewishness
is something that one could adopt or dismiss according to one’s wishes. When
leaving Vienna Rachel’s mother did not want to be known as Jewish and left the
furniture behind. According to the story the furniture (and symbolically the
Jewish heritage) would not fit in any other country. When Rachel’s mother years
later returned to Vienna she used all of the furniture to furnish her two-bedroom
apartment. Symbolically, then, the Jewish heritage dominated the apartment and
defined the life of Rachel’s mother.

Following the roles of the furniture and the places where it has been kept, we
can see that there is an obvious parallelism between the furniture and the Jewish
heritage, and that the furniture in the story represents and/or replaces Jewishness,
which might be harder to pinpoint and describe orally. We can also see that the
growing importance of the furniture in the story is comparable to the growing
importance of the Jewish heritage in Rachel’s life. Further aspects that strengthen
such an interpretation are that it is possible for Rachel to love and consider the
furniture beautiful, despite the fact that it does not represent her taste. It is not
the aesthetic dimensions that decide a Jewish heritage. The beauty of the furniture
resides somewhere other than in its appearance.

Rachel also puts a lot of thought into choosing when, and under what circum-
stance, I am to see the furniture. It is as if she wants to control how I encounter
and understand her Jewish heritage, symbolically and materially represented by
the furniture. When I finally get to see it, it is placed at the farthest end of a cor-
ridor, in a small room, at the time used by one of Rachel’s grandchildren. It is
not spread all over the apartment; it is not in the bedroom or in a basement or
a storage room. Where the furniture is placed and what is put in and on it, does
tell a lot about the meaning given to it. And it is Rachel’s family and relatives who
are present on the furniture, in the form of photographs and other memorials,
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and inside it, in the form of letters, documents and artefacts. All of these are
things that through Rachel’s stories come to gain meaning, and are placed in
the Jewish family story, which is so important and defining for Rachel’s life. One
example of such an item is a small manicure case. Rachel showed me the case on
the same occasion when I was shown the furniture. When I was about to leave
the servant’s chambers she ushered me into the dining room where she carefully
and with slightly trembling hands opened the case. It is in leather and skilfully
made with small compartments for nail polish, cuticle cream, cotton buds, a nail
file and a pair of very small scissors. Marked in the leather a hotel logotype is
barely visible. The case is from a hotel in Paris, which Rachel and her husband
Aram visited in the early fifties. Rachel told me that she has kept the case because
it reminds her of happy times, of the first time when she and Aram were together
with his entire family.

As is shown by Rachel’s story the furniture has changed its importance when
it has moved around, at the same time as it has kept its meaning. It seems as if it
has never fit easily in the life of its owner. When I asked Rachel’s daughter why the
furniture was placed at the far end of Rachel’s apartment, she answered me with a
laugh and said it is because it is obvious it does not fit anywhere. The furniture is
just too much, she concluded. During the interviews Rachel said that she thought
the furniture was too large and demanding, and that it had too many pieces. In
that perspective the Jewish heritage symbolically appears overwhelming and
as impossible to store and successfully hide. Sooner or later it will be exposed,
if one is to trust Rachel’s story in which her mother’s life in the end was totally
invaded by the furniture.

The diasporic furniture

When I analyse Rachel’s written life story elsewhere, I argue that it is to be un-
derstood as one of the stories that reproduces the Jewish diaspora (Nylund Skog
2011; 2012). Rachel’s country of origin or homeland (if such exists) is in the di-
aspora — a mythical place of no return, a place that does not exist in any other
way than in the mythical world (Brah 1997, 192; see also McLeod 2000, 210—211).
I would like to argue that the furniture is a materialisation of the homeland, of
a place of belonging. In Rachel’s story the furniture carries all the conflicting
feelings of belonging and marginalisation, of hiding and exposing as the Jewish
homeland Zion in the diaspora. The circumstances under which the story was
told strengthen such an interpretation.

Rachel told her story about the furniture when we, during the first interview,
talked about how she and her husband Aram settled in Sweden. In the following
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quote we see how she then placed herself, and consequently also the furniture,
in the Jewish diaspora.

S: But a big part of Aram’s family ended up in London. You were not
considering going there to live?

R: There was a question about it, but I still wonder if Aram did not think
that it was too many relatives there. He wanted to be a little free, (S: Yes.)
free himself from the pressure of the family. On the other hand, I would have
appreciated if my family had been close by. You know, we are spread all over
the world, those who survived, in Australia, in Canada, in France, in Israel.
I am here.

S: But your mother came, when she became older?

R: Yes, she came here. It was that daddy; you know nineteen hundred
and forty seven, after the war, at first opportunity he wanted to go back to
Vienna. And then it was a group of Austrian Jews that went back to Vienna
and everybody got what they owned before, almost, everything that was in
the British, French or American zone. My daddy’s property was in the Rus-
sian zone. So we got nothing and when we finally got something, they had
emptied the whole factory of all its valuable machines, so it was an EMPTY
shell (S: Hmm.) that they got nothing for. For the land and an empty building.

S: Uhm.

R: So it was, I think he became very disappointed.

S: Yes.

R: In any case; he died at forty-nine, forty-nine years old (S: Oh.) from
the consequences of the concentration camp. They had kicked him in the
kidneys; he had constant bleedings and high blood pressure and everything
that came with that. So he died because of what he had been through. Very
much pain, you know. Forty-nine years. It is nothing.

S: No.

R: Nineteen forty eight, so he never got to meet Aram or the kids.

S: Tragic, but your mother stayed in Vienna?

R: Then she stayed in Vienna and then my sister was in the army in forty
eight, but then she came. I think my mother went one more time to Israel. She
stayed because she then, it was not finished yet with our property, so daddy
died before (S: Uhum.) he knew that they had emptied the factory completely.

S: Maybe it was for the best.

R: Yes, that’s so, and mummy lived then in Vienna. It is a rather funny
story.
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Here it becomes obvious that the rather funny story about the bedroom furniture
is to be considered as part of Rachel’s family story and as yet another of the nar-
ratives that keeps the diaspora alive and intact. Here Rachel describes her father’s
early death and that the family did not have any property left after the war. There
was nothing material left to inherit. Only an empty shell, she says, with a loud
voice. The only thing left to fill the empty shell with was the bedroom furniture.
It seems the only stable thing in a changing world.

This passage offers a possible answer to the question of why Rachel considers
the story a funny one. Exactly what it is that is funny about it is hard to under-
stand. One suggestion is that perhaps humour stems from the impossible task
for her mother to get rid of the furniture, although she tried to leave it behind.
Another suggestion is that there were so many and large pieces that it was enough
to fill a whole apartment. A third suggestion why the story is rather funny is
connected to the moral of the story, which I argue is about Jewish heritage. The
story says that it is not possible to escape, hide or ignore Jewish heritage. It is
not something that you can shake off and leave behind, and if you do, it comes
back and overwhelms you, as the furniture did with Rachel’s mother in the story.

Diasporas are created by objects, but also by the objects’ stories. When bodies
and objects reappear they gain new shapes and meanings (Ahmed 2011, 163-164).
When Rachel’s mother returned to Austria, the bedroom furniture surely repre-
sented a different meaning from when she left the country. It was after the death
of Rachel’s father that her mother furnished an entire two-bedroom apartment
with the bedroom furniture. Considering that objects have an ability to remind
us of absent human experiences as embodied (Gustafsson Reinius 2008, 39), it
is not unlikely that the furniture at that time came to fill out some of the empty
(Jewish) space left behind by the father’s death.

During an interview five years after the first one, Rachel again mentioned
the bedroom furniture. Then I asked her how she has created a home for herself.

R: There was nothing when we moved, except that furniture, the bed-
room furniture that my mother did not like. It was there. Really, it is true.
Enormously large. You will see them one time. (S: Yes, some time.) Yes, and
it did not fit in the modern society. That she had to leave behind in Austria,
during those circumstances that I told you about before. Then, she thought
it was just as well to leave them in Vienna, in the care of her parents and they
should guard them. They succeeded. (S: Mm.) Then, when mother came
back to Vienna, she had nothing. She rented an apartment and could actually
furnish the whole apartment with the bedroom furniture. Hahaha, (S: Haha.)
so that is that, also when I did not have the possibility.
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S: When did it come here? How did it come here? When did it come to
Sweden, the furniture?

R: When mother moved here later.

S: So then it came?

R: And then there was room for it. Then it came. (S: Yes.) They were left in
Vienna (S: Yes.) and mother furnished the apartment with them, but I think
that she didn’t have room for the large wardrobe. But anyway, my husband
helped her bring all of it here. She furnished her small apartment, and the
rest we kept in the basement, and now I have brought it all up.

If the furniture for Rachel’s mother came to symbolise and embody her dead
husband, the same seems to be the case with Rachel. After her husband Aram’s
death she brought all the pieces of the bedroom furniture together in her big
apartment. The furniture offers and offered both women a safe place of belong-
ing. By bringing the furniture together, they also symbolically gather dispersed
Jewish relatives in one place, both emphasising and diminishing the conditions
and experiences of living in a diaspora. That the bedroom furniture consists of
fifteen pieces is not without importance. The many parts make a physical disper-
sion possible and accentuate the parallel between the bedroom furniture and the
Jewish relatives spread in geographical space. In the Jewish diaspora that Rachel
depicts, people are connected not by place, but by stories of a shared past and
future. The same is the case with the bedroom furniture.

The furniture connects people to past places, histories and genealogies, as
well as reminding them of the absence of other people, places and environments
(Ahmed 2011, 164). In the same manner as the homeland does not exist in any
way other than in the mythical, the furniture cannot bring to life lost worlds, only
conjure new ones. It carries stories connected to many different times and places
that are not accessible in the present in any other way. It is in this sense that the
bedroom furniture is diasporic.

Conclusion

Rachel’s story about the bedroom furniture highlights many aspects of the inter-
related processes of narrating and materialisation. It also illustrates the complex-
ity of the process of materialisation itself. For example, I have shown here that
the context defines objects, in this case the furniture, by the use of other objects,
such as the photographs that are placed on the furniture or the letters and docu-
ments that are stored in them. Without these objects, and the stories connected
to them, it is nothing more (or less) than bedroom furniture. The furniture here
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functions as a timeless container for Jewish memories, but also as a catalyser for
the stories of escape and travel that Rachel’s family and relatives share.

One reason why it took such a long time before Rachel showed me the fur-
niture is related to the part it plays in her life story. Had she shown it too early I
might not have been able to see its importance and symbolic meaning, I might
just have regarded them meaningless grey ornamented Austrian pre-war bour-
geois pieces of furniture. This might also explain why the furniture is placed in
such a remote part of the apartment; this makes it possible for Rachel (and her
relatives) to tell their stories before showing the furniture, and in that manner
control how they are considered. By emphasising that her taste is similar to her
mother’s, Rachel also maintains that the furniture should not be regarded by its
appearance, an aspect that further strengthens my interpretation of the furniture
as Jewish and diasporic.

Consequently, I argue that Rachel’s hesitation to show me the furniture is
connected to her wish to present her Jewish heritage and family story in a con-
trollable and advantageous way. She wanted the room to be tidy and the furniture
and the objects around it organised in a proper manner. Perhaps Rachel did not
want the Jewishness to appear as chaotic and unorganised. She also charged the
furniture with meaning by the well planned and careful presentation (Gustafs-
son Reinius 2005, 40). Furthermore, I do not think it was a coincident that I was
allowed to see the furniture when the room was in use by one of Rachel’s grand-
children. It was as if Rachel waited until a situation occurred when the Jewish
heritage was in use to present it to me. It was not until such an occasion presented
itself that I was introduced to the actual materiality of Rachel’s rather funny story.
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A hard matter:
stones in Finnish-Karelian folk belief'

Timo Muhonen

Introduction

One of the typical features of folk belief is that it often covers mundane things
and renders them into objects with remarkably surprising qualities; even the
most commonplace objects and matter can have a mythological side and be inter-
twined into the praxis of what we might term ritual. In this article, I address one
of the physically plainest natural objects within the sphere of Finnish-Karelian
folk belief. This object is an unworked portable stone without any extraordinary
physical features, yet when viewed according to its cultural context, it transpires
that it is laden with basic and later on derived power, capability, or value. A stone
of this kind is quite the opposite of those eye-catching or anomalous things,
whose place in folk belief is often self-evidently and immediately recognised.
For example Stone Age stone objects, which as thunderbolts have been given
many meanings in Finnish-Karelian folk belief (see for example Huurre 2003;
Asplund 2005; Muhonen 2006), are among the best-known examples of such
striking things. They stand out in our conception of what kind of stones had
‘special’ properties.

A common unworked stone could also be regarded as being as natural as is
possible, and perhaps (therefore) subordinate vis-a-vis objects made or physically
shaped by human activity. We are neither particularly eager to see any potential
meaning in a plain stone lying on the ground nor are we especially accustomed
to spare a thought for a single ordinary stone in a construction. In the latter case,
we may see such stones above all as natural building material devoid of individual
meaning and function. Discussion related to this topic can be found in archaeo-
logical landscape studies, for example. It has been justly pointed out that from
our perspective natural is considered relatively unimportant in interpretation,
while reading cultural landscapes calls for as much attention to ‘natural’ form as
to ‘cultural’ form (Tilley 2004, 220). When cultural landscapes, their individual
elements and tiny parts of these elements are considered, Finnish-Karelian folk

Kannike, A. & Laviolette, P. (eds) (2013) Things in Culture, Culture in Things. Approaches to
Culture Theory 3, 114-138. University of Tartu Press, Tartu.
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belief certainly does not share the opinion about ‘natural as relatively insignifi-
cant in human life. Due to its ‘special’ meanings, ‘natural’ very much influenced
‘cultural’ “Natural’ things such as water, forest, trees and branches, anthills and
rocks partly in the ground carried powerful meanings as well as inherent force.
These associations affected how people could interact with ‘natural’ things and
use them. Hence ordinary single stones, among others, should be reviewed not
necessarily only as neutral objects or ‘natural’ building material waiting to be put
together to have cultural contents. And like other ‘natural’ matter, stones could
have had uses that lie far beyond our conventional conception. This is a reminder
of the possibility that having an equal focus on ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ things can
open up worthwhile prospects in reaching the past. It also suggests that exam-
ining ‘natural’ matter as tiny parts of cultural landscapes - more specifically in
man-made constructions — may deepen our understanding about how to classify
these constructions and more generally material remains.

Considering this background, I will focus on beliefs and ritual uses related
to common unworked portable stones, uses that can be mainly described as
domestic, everyday, and outwardly simple. The bulk of these practices did not
require any ritual specialist to perform them. The study employs folklore of the
traditional Finnish-Karelian agrarian communities to review how they represent
material objects and their utilitarian/non-utilitarian uses. This folklore material
was collected primarily in the latter half of the 19th century and the first half of
the 20th century. In three case examples, selected according to the criterion that
they must have close connection to the field of archaeology, the material is used
to build a basis to see particular man-made constructions still widely observable
in the landscape from an alternative perspective. The overarching feature of these
three cases is that the related stones are biographically linked with constructions,
which may in turn become everyday subjects of archaeological investigations. In
the context of archaeological studies, man-made heaps of stones are automatically
subject to difficult questions regarding functions, meanings and classification.
However, especially rather recent cairns, such as some of those in question, are
often seen in an unproblematic and simplifying manner. They can be considered
easily and deceptively as nondescript, ‘obvious’ and to have been without ‘ritual’
uses when it comes to their past purposes. This article challenges such notions by
looking into the functions and meanings once given to single stones and heaps
made up of them. Their functions and meanings are fundamentally related to the
classification of these stones and cairns and thus to the very basic idea we accept
about how things were perceived before the present day.

Placing emphasis on rituals and beliefs related to common objects means here
exploring the same ground that has been mapped by many recent archaeological
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studies. This connects directly to the questionable applicability of the conven-
tional theoretical construction according to which things are categorised in a bi-
polar way. The division into utilitarian and non-utilitarian objects is one example
of this idea. As archaeological interest in ritual and religion has in general lately
increased (see for example Insoll 2009; 2011), it is perhaps only natural that the
debate has also touched on the all too often applied ritual/special/non-utilitarian—
secular/mundane/utilitarian dichotomy and on the way in which we comprehend
this - in a classificatory sense - fundamental yet merely assumed juxtaposition
operating within a given culture. The dichotomy has clearly enacted inadequately
in a focal role that consequently needs recasting (see for example Walker 1998;
Briick 1999; Gazin-Schwartz 2001; Insoll 2004; Bradley 2005; Parker Pearson
2006; Hukantaival 2007; Herva & Ylimaunu 2009). It is in many respects evident
that the reality has not been black and white, and Finnish-Karelian folk belief
about plain stones includes many features that support the more colourful view.

The case of field cairns

I am proposing that in order to reach a more adequate and fuller understanding
of the past, it is sometimes more useful to contemplate stones themselves than
what lies between or under them. This argument can first be examined in the light
of folk poetry, which shows that ordinary stones have a mythological connec-
tion and agency. This can be seen above all in healing rituals. As late as in 1920,
the following spell was recorded from a 79 years old sage (Fi. tietdji) Tuomas
Lomajérvi (Figure 1) in Kittild, northern Finland (SKVR XII, 3886):

Kiven synty The Birth of Stone

Kivi, Kimmon Kammon poika, The stone is addressed and its kindred

Maan maksa ja manteren silppu  revealed

Miti haaskasit haamuani, The stone’s motif for this hard incident

Kovanlaisesti koskettelit? is queried

Lehd paremmin kun leppd, The stone is encouraged to shine beauti-

Hoha paremmin kun honka! fully

Al litkuta lihaani The stone is neither allowed to move the

Aliiki koske nahkahani! flesh nor touch the skin of the reciter

Koskas tunnen olentosi, The reciter affirms that he or she knows

Paremmin pahat tekosi, the essence and evil deeds of the stone
The stone is commanded to take back its

Ota omas, veji vihas! . )
wraths
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Figure 1. Sage Tuomas Lomajdrvi with his wife in 1920.

The sage pressed a stone against the sore spot while reciting the spell, thus
combining powerful words and a concrete operation in the healing ritual. The
ritual was carried out if he happened to hurt his foot on a stone (Paulaharju
1922, 155). What is of particular interest is that the cause of pain, a stone, is ad-
dressed as if it had consciousness of a living being and it could be responsible
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for something that would seem human clumsiness in our eyes. According to the
worldview perceptible in the spell, hurting oneself on a stone is not a mechanical
accident but instead an incident in which the ‘wraths of stone’ are transferred
onto the foot of a person as pain. Curing it requires the wraths to be transferred
back to the stone by pressing it against the sore spot (for ‘wraths of stone, see for
example Hako 2000, 39).

The fundamental ideas of the spell can be seen throughout Finnish-Karelian
healing spells. One of the prerequisites of healing is that the sage reveals the ori-
gin of the cause, i.e. that he or she proves his or her deep knowledge about the
nature of the cause enabling him or her thereby to control it (e.g. Siikala 1983,
73-77). In The Birth of Stone spell, the origin is shown to be known by referring
to the parentage of the stone: the stone is the son of a mythological being or deity
called by many names but here referred to as Kimmo/Kammo (see Haavio 1967,
382-390). I am bypassing questions related to the origin and development of this
being; it is more relevant here to address its meaning in actual beliefs as shown
by folklore. One of the most interesting matters in this respect is what Christfrid
Ganander writes about Kimmo/Kammo in 1789. According to Ganander, we are
here dealing with a fearsome and horrific spectre that was believed to dwell in
cairns (Ganander 1984, 31; see also Setdld 1928, 42—44), which were assemblages
closely linked with the being due to the perceived relationship. A whole - i.e. a
cairn - thus gained some of its properties from the associations extended out of
single stones. In many similar spells, the stone is also called “egg of the earth”
and “clump of the field” (e.g. SKVR 1, 58; V1, 7228; VII, 139; VII, 172; XII, 3857;
XII, 3864; XII, 3882; XII, 8450),2 hinting at one of the most common occasions
where farmers ran into stones: ploughing. This also gives clues that stones were
perceived as products of the earth; and according to the folk conception, stones
really grew in the soil, they “grow like trees” (e.g. Nurminen 1970, 155-156; Ke-
jonen 2004, 226; SKS KRA Pyhdjarvi Ol. Kaarle Krohn 1977 b. 1884; SKS KRA
Liperi. KRK 164. Merikoski, Oskari 2. 1935).

One might therefore suggest that at one point within the sphere of traditional
agriculture, clearance cairns were not just piles of inanimate matter removed
from the field. Their stones rather were parts of living nature, born in the earth
and providing an abode for a supernatural being when they were first heaped up.
It is noteworthy that in the context of folk belief, cairns have been perceived as
dwelling places of various supernatural beings (e.g. SKS KRA Pyhéaranta. Lauri
Koskinen bg) 170. 1929; Vilkuna 1965, 88). There were many reasons for this,
although one possible premise has been the general Finnish-Karelian belief that
every place has its supernatural master (Fi. haltija). Furthermore, field cairns are
shown as active places: some of their stones may have been used later on to, for

118



A hard matter: stones in Finnish-Karelian folk belief

example, cool off love, after which the stones were returned to the heaps (SKVR
VI, 6139). As another example, it was possible to prevent the homesickness of
a bought cow by taking stones from a field cairn, pressing the cow’s chest with
them and saying: “Be cold forever!” The stones were then placed back on the
cairn (SKVR V1, 7533 a).

However, before cairns were formed from the stones on the field, some of
them might have been added to the field or carried away from it for various ritual
purposes. One could take stones, for example, from the seller’s field to one’s own
field to prevent a recently bought cow from returning to its former home (SKMT
IV, 248); part of the animal’s old home was thus taken in the form of stones and
transplanted to another place to render it cosy. As another example, a stone taken
from another man’s field and cast on one’s own field protected grain from rust
diseases (SKMT III, 18). Stones may also have been cast into the field to prevent
bears from eating the cows (SKMT IV, 435).

Cairns also appear in Finnish-Karelian folk belief in another respect. They
functioned as places on which, among others, clothes and bed straw contami-
nated by death were scorched. Places other than cairns were also selected for this,
but what is of relevance here is that the stones in these cairns were used later on
for healing purposes. In the case of an illness caused by this death-related place
(Fi. kalma), the sick person was taken back to the cairn and the disease was
transferred to one of its stones. This was done by pressing a stone on the sick
person and placing it back on the cairn (Muhonen 2010). The dangerous place
was thus represented by its single components, which could be harnessed to carry
the malady back to its point of departure. This practice follows the overarching
idea also perceptible in Finnish-Karelian healing rituals, according to which a
cure is obtained in the place from which the illness had come. To my knowledge,
there are no references saying that these stone heaps were constructed solely to
burn threatening material. Rather, it seems more than likely that some of them
were due to field clearance. If the biographical aspect is taken into account here, a
single stone might thus have gone through many stages after being literally born.
It could have been carried to a field cairn which was later on used in a securing
ritual, after which the stone was associated with fear and disease and, ultimately,
hope of recovery.

The case of sauna stoves

The Finnish-Karelian sauna, with the stove as its heart, often served many dif-
ferent purposes in addition to washing (see for example Sirelius 1921, 226; Sire-
lius 1934, 101-102; Vuorela 1975, 380-381; Talve 1990, 54; Tikkanen 2002, 194;
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Figure 2. Emma Leinonen (1868-1955), an old woman from Lohilahti village in southern
Savonia heals a girl’s leg by pressing it with a sauna stove stone (cf Paulaharju S. 1929,
2200, 2201 caption).

Paulaharju 2003, 85-87). Among the utilitarian uses of sauna stoves, one could
mention that stones were heated in them and then placed in wooden troughs
in order to have hot water. In addition to heat, stove stones were capable of
binding other things, as healing rituals, for example, show. Sauna was among
the greatest assets of healers, and stove stones were no different in this respect.
They were an important resource as they, too, were capable of carrying ailments
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away. The method has already become familiar: stone was pressed on the sore
part of the body and then returned to where it was taken from, in this case to
the stove (Muhonen 2010) (Figure 2). In addition, stove stones were sometimes
used to find out where the illness had come from (SKVR IX, 425). Diseases and
ailments could also end up in stoves due to other methods employed, but the
result is clear: stove stones became potentially dangerous carriers of illness. They
retained some of this quality even after they were eventually, after being burned
into fragments, disposed of; splintered stones that had lost their value in retaining
heat were piled up near saunas. We might perceive stones in a resulting disposal
heap (Fi. raparaunio) as discarded waste, but it would be a modern reading of
the material, for the stones could still be utilised by healers as they cured the
sick following the same method they had used inside saunas (Muhonen 2010).
The ‘deathy’ of a stove was not the end of the ritual use of its stones, and they were
thus never entirely discarded.

Discarding and reusing are both common concepts employed in the study of
the biography of objects, but the former would apply in the case of such a stone
only if its utilitarian properties were underlined at the expense of others. Fur-
thermore, the subsequent healing practices were more like a continuation to the
stones’ earlier stage and not about reusing them. Although the stones in disposal
heaps were not necessarily ever used again, they preserved their healing potential,
which could be utilised if the need arose. In this respect, these stones were never
placed beyond the limits of usefulness.

Physical contact was not, however, the only means to remove an illness to
a stone. As the myriad of Finnish-Karelian spells attest, stones were suitable tar-
gets in invoking diseases, ailments and their causes (e.g. SKVR I, 886; VI, 4227;
V1, 4302; VI, 1722; VII, 2419; IX, 284; XIII, 13013; Palmén 1937, 251; Pentikdinen
1971, 258). Generally speaking, pains were invoked into sauna stoves as well, and
sometimes specifically into their stones; this was undoubtedly partly because of
fire which was hoped to consume the illnesses by parching the stones (e.g. SKVR
VI, 3474; V1, 3503; V1, 4033; VII, 2253; X, 5339; X111, 12863; XIII,, 12888; XTIV 2410;
Wartiainen 1926, 27) (Figure 3).3 It can be pointed out that in this respect, con-
crete stones had their mythological paragon, the ‘stone of pains, in the domain
of the supernatural agent Pain Girl, the Maiden of Death (Fi. Kiputytto, Tuonen
neito; for the ‘stone of pains’ and this being, see for example Siikala 1992, 164,
171-172; Muhonen 2010, 212-217). The mythological connection is significant,
as the ‘stone of pains’ was also comprehended as the destination to which pains
were driven. The physically out of reach ‘stone of pains’ of mythical language
hence functioned as everyday sauna stove stones. In short, stones were perceived
as convenient new abodes for pains, as is stated laconically in the spells: “Stones
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Figure 3. Interior of traditional Finnish sauna in Korpiselka (former Finnish parish in Border
Karelia). The stove is built without mortar, and there are thus empty spaces between the
stones. This method of construction made it possible that pain could be exorcised “into
the crack of the stove” (e.g. SKVR X, 3469). The smaller heat stones, which were among
the stones taken from the stove and used in healing and other rituals, are on the top (e.g.
MV:KTKKA 733, 14; SKVR VI, 7322; VIl 3988; Vll5 4540).

neither weep about their pains, nor do flagstones complain about their condi-
tions”4 Stones, as hard matter, were thus also durable in this sense.

The different stones needed in sauna stoves were obviously collected accord-
ing to many principles and hence from diverse locations (see for example Sirelius
1921, 225-226; Sirelius 1934, 101; Vuorela 1975, 381; Tikkanen 2002, 187; Paulaharju
2003, 69-70). It is quite natural that they might also have been carried from
existing cairns (see for example Talwinen n.d.; Blomgqvist n.d., 17; Nissinen 1887,
72), adding another loop to their lives. For example Samuli Paulaharju (2003,
69) speaks of “cairn stones” (Fi. rauniokivet) as one of the stone types used in
constructing a sauna stove (see also for example MV:KTKKA 726, 65), which
points at one of the places from where they were taken. Undoubtedly many of
the stones lying in field cairns, too, have been used in building sauna stoves.
When a stove was constructed, there could have been rituals involving its stones
(see Pentikdinen 1971, 258-259; Paulaharju 2003, 87) and when bathing water
was warmed with one of them, a spell could have been recited. The function of
the spell was to influence the hot stone so that it would not break the water pot
(SKS KRA Jyskyjarvi. Eino Toiviainen TK 104:54. 1961). The sauna stove was also
perceived as a unity which had a favourable effect on water poured through it, as
the water could thereafter be used, for instance, in healing rituals and in rituals
that secured the health of a new-born child, made people amorous, advanced
milk secretion of cows, protected them against wolves and cured a ‘spoiled’ cow
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(e.g. SKVR 1, 1506; 1, 1522 a); I, 1528; I, 1538; VI, 4104; VI, 4546; VI, 4667; V1,
6118; VI, 7481; VII, 2306; IX, 368; IX, 425; IX, 654; X, 4099; XI 637; XI 2061;
XI 2070; XII, 6187; XII, 7307; XIII, 12863; Paulaharju 1930, 134, 212). The sauna
stove could even cure milk if it turned bloody, when such milk was brought in it
(Paulaharju 1923, 219; cf for example Manninen 1917, 44-45).

It is noteworthy that stove stones may have been pulled out several times prior
to their inevitable physical unsuitability for retaining heat and generating steam
vapours, for they also had utility value in another respect. For example, some
stove stones were taken and a cow was encircled with them to protect it against
evil; the stones were then returned to the stove (SKMT IV, 115; cf 122). A stone
from a sauna stove also ensured the health of new-born calves (SKMT IV, 163).
In addition, a bought cow could be kept in its new home by taking stones from
the seller’s sauna stove and placing them in its new stall or the buyer’s stove
(SKMT 1V, 248; IV, 1536; SKVR XII, 7091). As we have already seen, ordinary
field stones could be used for the same purpose. On the other hand, homesick-
ness could be removed from a bought cow by taking stones from the buyer’s
sauna stove and pressing the cow with them while saying: “This land is as warm
to you as is this stone!” The stones were then returned to the stove (SKMT IV,
319; cf for example SKVR V1, 7536 a; VI, 7537; VI, 7538; IX,, 1269; IX,, 1273). Stove
stones were likewise placed back after they were used ritually in improving milk
production or turning cows even-tempered (SKS KRA Kuusamo, Maittalanvaara.
Marjukka Voutilainen b) 325. 1961; SKMT IV,, 1090, 1151-1152) - i.e. as stable as
a stone. And if an enemy had spoiled the milk, the situation could be fixed with
stove stones (SKVR VII, 4116). They were also handy in a spell whose purpose
was to prevent bears from eating a horse during the pasture season (SKS KRA
Kestila. H. Merildinen II 1800. 1892).

Furthermore, sauna stove stones could affect humans as well. To prevent
a child from becoming a cry-baby, three sauna stove stones were taken and
pressed onto his or her mouth (SKS KRA Pihtipudas. Kaarle Krohn 15869 a. 1885).
And in case a child was lost in the woods, he or she could be found with the help
of a spell involving three stove stones (SKS KRA Kestild. H. Merildinen II 1835.
1892). Stove stones could also be used in spells affecting love affairs, according
to the same logic on which some of the cattle spells were founded. Warm stove
stones namely had a favourable effect in creating positive emotions, in this case
in making someone fall in love. In this spell, it was essential to say: “May your
heart be as warm as this stone” (SKVR IX, 1491). And conversely, love could be
turned cold with stones taken from a sauna stove, in which case the following
was said: “May your heart be as cold as is this stone!“ (SKVR VI, 6138) This kind
of practice could have been quite malevolent, and the stones might end up in
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a spring (SKVR X, 4963) - in a suitable permanently cold place. Sauna stove
stones could be used for other malign ends, too: for instance when placed in
a sleigh with a stove broom, the horse had no strength to move the vehicle (SKS
KRA Juuka, Hali. Kaarle Krohn 12341. 1885; cf for example SKS KRA Liperi.
Tommi Korhola 779. 1939).

As some of the previous examples show, stones may also have been perma-
nently removed from sauna stoves, as in the cases when a clamp was protected
against mice (SKVR VII, 4540), a hunter shielded himself against bears (SKMT I,
81) and when someone wanted to spoil the spawn in another man’s water (SKMT
II, 87; SKS KRA Pielavesi. Antti Tikkanen b) 41. 1897), fishing water in general
(SKS KRA Siilinjarvi. Aatto Sonninen b) 155. 1947) or a seine net (SKS KRA
Maaninka. Pertti Korhonen 450. 1939). This could happen also when a fish trap
was conjured in order to get fish by putting three sauna stove stones in it (SKS
KRA Ruokolahti. Kirsti Stauffer b) 298. 1949), when stove stones were fixed on a
seine net to improve fishing luck (SKS KRA Uusikirkko Vpl. Samuli Paulaharju
3338. 1907; SKS KRA Kontokki, Akonlahti. I. Marttini b) 658. 1901), when a lost
fishing net was dragged with a sauna (stove) stone and a silver ring (SKS KRA
Ruokolahti. Kirsti Stauffer b) 297. 1949), when a field was protected by burying
sauna stove stones in it (SKMT III, 18) and when three stove stones were cast in
the forest to prevent cows from being taken by the forest elf or being harmed by
its animals (i.e. bears and wolves) (SKMT IV, 434). A similar protective ritual
was to prevent the deceased from haunting (Résanen 1915). Protection was also
in mind when a wolf happened to chase cattle; three stones were therefore taken
from a sauna stove. Cattle were encircled with them, one of the stones was thrown
after the wolf and the other two were placed back to the stove (SKMT IV, 1090;
cf SKS KRA Pihtipudas. Kaarle Krohn 16502. 1885). If damage had already been
done - if a cow had hurt itself on a branch - three sauna stove stones were also
picked up, the cow was encircled with them and the stones were then taken
to a road (SKVR VI, 5235). And if a cow had been hidden by the forest elf (Fi.
metsdnpeitto caused by metsdnhaltija; see for example Holmberg 1923), three
stones from a sauna stove were taken and placed on a boulder (SKMT 1V, 727)
or fixed on three trees; the stones on the trees functioned as hernias to the for-
est elf and it was thus forced to release the cow (SKMT IV, 757; cf SKVR IX,
1325). In the latter case, the general folk notion prescribed that it was afterwards
important to deconstruct the contraption (i.e. to nullify the aching attribute of
the stones). It is also interesting to note that stones may have been removed from
different sauna stoves. This was done, for example, when the pot used in cooking
slaughter soup was about to be washed. The pot was scoured with the stones,
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which were then thrown to the sheep pen to advance the well-being of the sheep
(SKMT 1V,, 1320-1321).

As this short review shows, sauna stove stones were used in rituals related
to diverse things: animal husbandry, fishing, hunting, healing and love affairs.
It is noteworthy that the same object — a stone — could be used similarly either
in a benevolent or malevolent sense. The physical context of a sauna stove stone,
i.e. a construction perceived powerful partly because it was charged with vdiki,
the force of fire, was taken to be suitable for providing paraphernalia for both
rituals of positive and negative aim. What ultimately mattered was the intention
of the ritual, to what purpose were the perceived properties of the stone taken to
work. In other words, the ‘neutral’ properties of stone were channelled through
either a benevolent or malevolent intention and directed towards a target. For
example, some of the rituals demanded a stone that could be cold/warm, as this
feature was needed from the viewpoint of the rituals’ functional logic. However,
it must be pointed out that with respect to many rituals, it was not always deemed
required that particularly a sauna stove stone or even a stone was to be used as a
concrete object. Many objects could indeed be employed to attain the same effect,
and this is a common feature in many Finnish-Karelian spells. Nevertheless, what
matters here is that sauna stove stones were widely used, adding another layer of
meaning to them. Sauna as a phenomenon must be stressed in this connection. It
is clear that these stones were favoured not only because they had been touched
by fire — material from other fireplaces have also been used in spells - but also
due to the sauna itself. The sauna was a place powerful enough to be used as a
favourable scene in healing practices, and already this betokens its especially
great potency. This potency also affected stove stones, which partly explains why
they were popular in rituals.

While rituals involving sauna stove stones took place in connection with
different areas of life, one of them has an interesting link with a certain super-
natural being: the versatility of sauna stove stones in rituals related to animal
husbandry can be partially explained by the concept of the cattle elf. This was
a supernatural being that could protect and take care of the cattle and was in some
places believed to dwell in sauna stoves.® Among the other presented examples,
this belief shows that sauna stoves, too, were clearly associated with, from our
perspective, ritual/supernatural properties and that they are constructions that
cannot be fitted inside the strictly defined modern category of utilitarian things.

125



Timo Muhonen

The case of crosses and cairns by water

In folk belief, ordinary stones can also become signs of faith in the transcend-
ent. This aspect, which offers counterbalance to the practice of using the same
stones for different purposes, can be illustrated by referring to Orthodox Viena
Karelia. There it was customary to erect crosses in many places and for diverse
reasons. One of the common locations was along waterways, often at spits of
land. These crosses were visited by fishermen and boat travellers alike and the
idea of the visit was to ask good luck for the journey or the fishing trip, or to of-
fer thanks for a safe journey so far or a successful catch. God and the Orthodox
saints were prayed to at wooden crosses, under which stones were also deposited
as offerings. These stones gradually formed bigger assemblages (Muhonen 2011,
324-326, Fig. 1; Muhonen 2012). By the very act, the stones were set apart from
stones outside the sacred place, for supernatural beings. There is no mention
that the deposited stones could afterwards have been carried off for another pur-
pose. Albeit taking something, even offerings, from sacred places is not entirely
unheard of within Finnish-Karelian culture area, it is also in this case unlikely
at least in a wide-ranging sense. Folk conceptions concerning sacred sites and
their integrity have made sure of that.

The stones were collected according to different principles. They were some-
times taken from a nearby beach, occasionally they were “beautiful” and “white”
(SKS KRA Vuokkiniemi, Vuonninen. Samuli Paulaharju 18986-89. 1932; Inha
1911, 339-340; Virtaranta 1978, 116) or “the most beautiful stones people could
find” (Virtaranta 1978, 160) and every now and then they were picked up from
the lake (e.g. Harva 1932, 473). According to one account, stones were taken from
where plenty of fish were caught — no matter what the distance was between a fa-
vourable fishing ground and where the stones were to be deposited (Lukkarinen
1918, 68-69). The stones were meaningful above all individually, for they were
material expressions of the relation between a person and a supernatural agent.
A totality - i.e. a cairn — was only a secondary outcome of the offering practice,
although without clear knowledge of it, an archaeologist would probably perceive
such stone heaps as far more important than the single stones in them. In addi-
tion, while the appearance of some of the stones could indicate that their physical
properties might have been perceived important, he or she would probably not
consider the original location of plain lake stones essential. This case example,
too, shows that, to turn around and rephrase an old dictum, it can be difficult to
‘see the stone for the cairns’ without supplementary information.
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Biographies and meanings

The potential biographies of single stones can be surprising and potentially mul-
tifaceted, as the same stones may have taken part in many practices that are quite
the opposite of self-evident meanings — or lack of them - that may be anachro-
nistically presumed. For example, one might easily consider sauna stoves to have
remained physically rather constant structures after they were built, and that their
stones would be removed only when they had worn out; it is not the first thing to
expect that they have travelled around farmsteads to be used in various rituals.
The presented examples hence suggest that in the framework of Finnish-Karelian
folk belief, the biographies of single ‘ordinary’ stones may be rather complex as
regards their physical context and meaning.

The presented examples also indicate that the relationship between stones and
a construction of which they are part is two-way: in addition to physical building
blocks, stones with the associated beliefs are elements affecting the meanings of
the totality. The incorporeal dimension of this concrete whole partly comprises
these elements, yet single stones in turn gain some of their meanings from the
totality of which they are part. The totality therefore forms a matrix for additional
ideas about the use of its stones.

When the biographical point of view is added to the reviewed stone-related
beliefs and ritual meanings and their relationships, the subject matter can be
conceptualised in a simple way on three superimposed and interdependent lev-
els: on initial, contextual and occasional level (Figure 4). Meanings on the initial
level stand for a shared general set of beliefs of a certain group of people about
various properties and dimensions related to stones. These include, for example,
the mythological aspect of stones and the conception of how stones, as naturally
hard and cold yet matter capable of preserving warmth, can in general be po-
tentially used in rituals for which such attributes are required. It can be said that
these material properties do not determine the meanings of these objects, but the
properties nonetheless may have some impact on them - as is widely recognised
(see Boivin 2009).

The contextual level refers to meanings enabled and guided by the physical
context, those that are assigned to a stone and superimposed on the meanings
of the initial level when a stone is brought into its new place or something in the
qualities of this context changes. The latter might happen when, for example,
death-related material is brought to a field cairn for scorching. In the case of a
stone placed in a sauna stove, the associated meanings are enabled and guided by,
for example, the stove’s function in healing rituals and its role as an abode for the
cattle elf. When a stone is picked up from a stove and is active on the intended
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Figure 4. Potential biography of a stone in the context of Finnish-Karelian folk belief
Highlighted from the present-day viewpoint of ritual uses. The diagram represents a case of

a stone picked up from a sauna stove for various reasons and then returned. Ultimately, the
stone may alternatively end up in many places; two scenarios are here given.
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occasional level, a certain meaning enabled and guided by the other two levels
actualises in a particular way and superimposes on them. This occasional mean-
ing is now in the focal point, yet released when the stone is returned to where it
was. When a sauna stove stone is used in, for example, forcing the forest elf to
release the cow, the occasional meaning is assigned for a limited time after which
it is revoked. This happens when the contraption used is deconstructed; from
now on, the stone lies in the forest with its initial and new contextual meanings.
It obviously becomes unusable for rituals where specifically a sauna stove stone
is required.

While many of the initial and contextual meanings of stones were constantly
present in them and familiar to ‘everyone) the occasional and temporary mean-
ings of a particular stone were often known only to the person who took it from
an assemblage for a moment. People were aware, at least in principle, that the
stone they were about to take may already have been used on a similar occa-
sion, or for a completely different purpose, although it appears that this was not
a relevant matter for the future use of the stone. The folklore material referred to
above does not contain suggestions or instructions for selecting a stone that had
never before been used in a spell. Taking such a stone with any certainty would
have been impossible. Just before someone took a stone, then, above all it car-
ried shared meanings and ideas about its potential use, enabled and guided by
these initial and contextual meanings. In this way, previous temporal occasional
uses become part of the life histories of stones, although these uses have no great
relevance as to the current meanings they hold (apart from the ‘basic’ contex-
tual level which depends on how stones are occasionally used). Thus, while the
temporal usage of a stone was not important in this sense, it is, on the contrary,
significant from the biographical point of view. It may be inferred that with re-
spect especially to the stones in sauna stoves, their previous momentary functions
and potential future occasional uses were as important as their current rather
constant functions. Hence, sauna stoves can also be grasped in their potentiality,
in their capability to function as material resources for diverse practices. Were we
to ask ‘what were the functions of a sauna stove (as a structure)?” we would miss
something very essential: its single components and specifically their functions.

The latter aspect applies to the Viena Karelian accumulating cairns as well,
but an answer to the same question would here go even further astray. They, too,
are an example of folk belief entwined in stone heaps, yet heaps which formed in
quite a different manner: they formed due to worship of supernatural beings, and
as such were singularised. These heaps did not therefore incorporate utilitarian
uses, and by being set apart their stones had simpler biographies in contrast to
some of those in field cairns and sauna stoves. Viena Karelian accumulating heaps
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of stones were sacred according to the meanings given and the faith invested in
their single components, not because of an intention to build sacred assemblages.
Their primary function was not, therefore, to be cairns used in rituals but rather
their stones were accumulated into cairns because of rituals. One of the most basic
questions posed by an archaeologist looking at such a stone heap — why was this
cairn built? — would therefore not result in very productive answers if they try to
describe how an individual placing his or her stone on one felt.

Discussion and conclusions

These viewpoints about Viena Karelian accumulating cairns may have direct
relevance for an archaeologist exploring the region. The concurrent functions
and the associated meanings of the stones in quite recent field cairns and sauna
stoves in the Finnish-Karelian cultural sphere likewise provide new insights for
interpreting these assemblages of the area. But more importantly, these functions
and meanings have also a significant wider contact surface with archaeological
readings of Finnish-Karelian objects and structures beyond the temporal horizon
of the discussed folklore material. The non-scientific view of the material world,
which is revealed in folk perception, signifies that there are equally fundamental
implications for the terminology used regarding them. These matters are covered
in the following, which shares many aspects with recent Finnish archaeologi-
cal studies and their lively and necessary discussion contradicting conventional
views about material culture and its essence. In addition to this they also draw
heavily on domestic folk beliefs, and many points made in these studies are in
accordance with the observations presented here (see for example Hukantaival
2007; Herva 2009; Herva 2010; Herva & Ylimaunu 2009; Herva et al 2010).

First of all, many of the presented examples of practices related to stones may
sound absurd, and from the modern viewpoint, they certainly are peculiar. They
were, however, once fully real and have to be understood in their own terms.
If one tries truthfully to depict a culture living in the context of folk belief, then
ritual practices are neither entertainment nor cultural side tracks of little signifi-
cance, nor items in a cabinet of curiosities. They are not necessarily ‘an uncanny
extra level’ over and above ‘the utilitarian base actions’ relating to the same thing.
Rituals reveal worries and even anxieties with respect to imperative fields of eve-
ryday life — means of livelihood, health and social relationships — and they also
involve very ordinary things. To quote an applicable statement concerning Early
Modern northern Finland (Herva & Ylimaunu 2009, 239): “Encounters with
non-human beings and things with special properties occurred in the context
of everyday life and were not religious-like experiences”
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In the mind of an individual living in the context of the folk belief depicted
here, there probably was no great difference between a mechanically functional
action and a ‘ritually’ functional action in terms of that functionality (cf Hu-
kantaival 2007, 70). A heated sauna stove stone, for example, had the ‘natural’
property of warming bathing water as much as the ‘natural’ property of binding
and consuming illnesses, just as an axe had the ‘natural’ property of cutting wood
and expelling frightful beings (e.g. Sirelius 1921, 555-556). He or she probably
considered an everyday ritual as a practical solution in a given matter (cf Gazin-
Schwartz 2001, 269). Such a ritual can be, from the point of view of the performer,
basically more a technique to achieve a desired goal - as warming water with a
hot stone or cutting wood with an axe are — than a mysterious category of human
action. The same object employed ritually and non-ritually can in both cases be
perceived as a tool. Stone-related practices are just one example among many
within Finnish-Karelian folk belief that can be only comprehended according
to the Western dichotomy between mind and matter on an etic level of analysis
(see for example Nikolaidou 2007, 198).

The disparity between ‘we’ and ‘them’ is all too clear when we consider how
different remains are often still perceived in archaeology. When archaeologists
talk of such structures as field cairns or sauna stoves even of one hundred to two
hundred years old, ritual practices and supernatural meanings are not necessarily
primarily in mind. Rather recent field cairns, for example, attest first and fore-
most cultivation in the non-ritual sense and stand for land clearance. However,
it would be more fruitful to realise them as multidimensional entities structured
according to a different view of the world and, consequently, simultaneously
incorporating meanings we are accustomed to term mythological, supernatural,
ritual and utilitarian. Both single stones and heaps made of them have in this
case incorporated utilitarian and non-utilitarian meanings, whereupon if one
wishes to classify a stone in such a whole or the totality itself, one cannot do so
from one-sided premises. It might even be impossible and certainly uncalled-for
to state that one function had more significance than the other, as in the case of
sauna stove stones, which played a central role in bathing as well as in healing.
Various meanings and functions coexisted comfortably within the same physi-
cal entity. Stones in field cairns and sauna stoves were therefore singularly and
together composites of the modern Western categories we may speak or think so
unnoticeably of. This also implies that we have to be aware of and careful about
the terminology used, because referring to things as utilitarian, non-utilitarian,
ritual, secular, etc. shape what may become a picture of the very fundamental
order of things in the past. And, on the other hand, when such terminology is
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not explicitly used, we have to be self-reflective about what qualities are implicitly
associated with such categories as, for example, field cairns and sauna stoves.

The salient and often noticed point with respect to ethnographic analogies
is that they are important for archaeological imagination, inspirational for pro-
ducing novel and wider ways of thinking about the material remains of the past
(cf for example Parker Pearson 2003, 21, 44; Insoll 2004, 115; Kaliff & Oestigaard
2004, 83; Valk 2006, 145; Jordan 2008, 241-243). The same applies to folklore as
well (see for example Gazin-Schwartz & Holtorf 1999, 16; Gazin-Schwartz 2001),
and it is very true when it is reflected on what we can learn in the case of stones
from Finnish-Karelian material regarding classifying matter and phenomena.
Such material always has the power to surprise and to dash modern Western
ethnocentric presuppositions.

I would argue that ethnographic and folklore material is most usable when
it is employed not necessarily in providing alternative interpretations for single
isolated things (in the form of direct or modified analogies) but in presenting
wider frameworks for thought that are different from our own (cf Herva et al
2010, 615). Less isolating approach suggested here by folklore and ethnographic
material offers, compared to the approach derived from modern premises, a basic
framework more applicable also to Finnish-Karelian material culture preceding
the time covered by the written evidence. Furthermore, it probably provides a
broad basis that can be applied to many other spatial-temporal contexts as well.
Its major usefulness, I believe, lies in how it can help in shaping our view of the
essence of past things and the aspect of the potential array of unspecified ‘non-
utilitarian’ uses for things that are found also outside conspicuous archaeological
contexts. This less isolating approach dovetails well with recent archaeological
studies referred to in the introduction. These studies contain absolutely necessary
discussion about the essence of material things in their past context. It is clear
that the ritual/special/non-utilitarian-secular/mundane/utilitarian binary model
is not applicable throughout the societies where beliefs and utilitarian uses en-
mesh within the same everyday things. As Amy Gazin-Schwartz (2001, 264) aptly
points out, the idea traditionally held within archaeological reasoning is that “the
material culture of ritual is identifiable because it is anomalous. In form and in
context, ritual artifacts and features are differentiated from everyday items.” Her
study shows what those accustomed to working with folklore material are well
aware of: the same thing, be it a knife, an iron bar, a shirt or a sauna whisk - just
to mention a few other objects from the Finnish-Karelian culture area - can be
employed in ‘utilitarian’ as well as in ‘non-utilitarian’ senses. William H. Walker
(1998, 247) points to the same matter: “[...] many artifacts used in rituals would
be classified on the basis of their forms as ‘utilitarian’ objects. Sometimes even
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identical looking objects (e.g. cooking pots, houses, hoes, corn, water) function
as either ritual or nonritual artifacts, or both” These two purposes of use are not
mutually exclusive, as the same object has from our viewpoint a different role in
different contexts of use. Moreover, as the biographical observations of stones
reveal, it can be sometimes more appropriate to view objects at the same time
as potentially ‘ritual’ and potentially ‘utilitarian; as the corresponding uses often
actualise only for a while, than as utilitarian things with non-utilitarian capabili-
ties or vice versa. Many features of folk belief hence suggest that archaeology has
too often had a blinkered view of its primary source material, and the resulting
classifications such as field cairns and sauna stoves — as opposed to structures
perceived as ‘ritual’ — are laden with ‘utilitarian’ meanings to an unbalanced
extent. This implies that the often referred to joke, in which an archaeologist is
said to turn to ritual interpretations when he or she cannot otherwise explain
a puzzling phenomenon, needs a companion: in this new anecdote, an archae-
ologist offers non-ritual interpretations because he or she feels not at all puzzled
(cf Walker 1998, 249).

Yet ignorance is not a laughing stock, nor is archaeology’s difficulty to reach
the incorporeal. They are instead regrettable. When it comes down to identifying
rituals, ethnographical visibility and archaeological visibility are self-evidently on
completely different levels. It is more probable for the ‘most obvious’ or anoma-
lous occasions - the classic ‘ritual’ things for archaeologists - to pass the filter
of time, and even then only partially and with considerable probability of being
misinterpreted. This has partly contributed to the existence of the reduced per-
ception. A single unworked stone is an exemplar of a commonplace archaeologi-
cal find’ with a potentially vast range of meanings and uses that is among the first
to be filtered out. I have not, however, the illusion that these meanings can be
pinned down solely from archaeological finds, for they are materially invisible.
No field archaeologist will nor should bag plain stones just because they might
have meant something. The idea of this study is instead to demonstrate how
deceptive even the most common and everyday thing so close to our own time
can be from the classificatory point of view.

The underlying concern is that even though archaeological studies involving
religion and ritual are currently numerous, I feel that in archaeology there are
still wide currents that partly unintentionally foster the idea of material culture
as above all utilitarian and associate only ‘anomalous’ things with rituals. This is
as dismissive as the way of not explicitly acknowledging the, from our point of
view, potential flip side of everyday material culture. While we h