
Introduction 

Design and literature. Both plot situations that are variously, and sometimes 
simultaneously, driven by generosity, vanity, necessity, ambition, even desper-
ation. The novels, poems, and essays considered in Thinking Design through 
Literature reveal how those impulses are designed into things and places both 
in their making and how they emerge in their afterlives of use and disuse. 
This is a literature that does more than describe and analyze; it is a literature 
that gives voice to objects and spaces, and the force fields that bind and break 
them. Where design projects possibilities, literature activates their potential 
and shows their effects. Together they form a new and wider tributary in the 
thought of things and places.

Think of design as the configuration (and reconfiguration) of things and 
places that set up the conditions for alternate plot lines. Think of literature as a 
compendium of scenarios in which those things and places act. When we fold 
these two forms of speculation into each other, otherwise familiar things and 
places become catalysts for unexpected encounters, producing epiphanies that 
are oddly fragile and moving, because they are always almost palpable. 

None of the works I’m concerned with are likely to be shelved under 
design. For that matter, they are unlikely to be shelved together under any imag-
inable system. The poetry and prose featured here are not organized by region, 
e.g., Latin American, European or East Asian. Nor is it considered by type: novel, 
poetry, or essay. My sole criterion is that their authors allow objects, systems, 
and places to perform.

One thing is certain: this work is not a literature of product design, 
interactive design, graphic design, fashion, urbanism, or architecture but a 
literature of things and places that exceed confines of professions. Some things 
are designed and made self-consciously as with the pottery in José Saramago’s 
The Cave; some by a mix of intent and circumstance as with the debris in Paul 
Auster’s In the Country of Last Things; and some by dint of accident as happens 
in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake with the redesign of nature. Design in the 

17



INTRODUCTION

conventional sense of designer cars, jeans, or lamps gives way here to another 
interpretation that views design as inextricable from a dense web of social, 
material, and historical factors. The parallel narrative of images and captions 
running through each chapter further underscores the point that design is noth-
ing less than a set of propositions about how things might be otherwise. These 
are propositions we return to with surprising regularity across centuries and 
decades – propositions that ask us to reconsider, for example, our instruments of 
power, our signs of culture, and our markers of death.

The literary selections included here implicitly (and often explicitly) 
reflect this more capacious understanding of design – one that embraces both 
designing and living with design, one that sees design as a means of shaping, and 
often controlling, how we live with things and places. This more expansive view 
embraces not just objects of design but also their consequences, as happens in 
Things: A Story of the Sixties, Georges Perec’s novel of a young couple’s compul-
sion to shop. It offers a vantage point on the ways in which we adapt designed 
things to our own ends, as Kōbō Abe’s The Box Man, in which a cardboard box is 
simultaneously a window, a disguise, and a home.

Each of the authors included in Thinking Design through Literature 
provokes the recognition of some thing or some place that, for reasons we 
can’t fathom once it is brought to our attention, wasn’t available to us before. 
Sometimes, as with Orhan Pamuk’s My Name is Red or Nicholson Baker’s The 
Mezzanine, the entirety of a work depends on the characterization of particular 
things in particular places. (Authors like these, whose affinity with the stuff of 
life is especially strong, will be met here more than once.) Other times, as with 
Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping or William Gaddis’s Carpenter’s Gothic, 
things make cameo appearances, less protagonists than supporting cast, but 
critical foils nonetheless.
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The objects and places that figure in these works are so various, and 
often so self-effacing, that it may be hard to recognize them within the ambit of 
design. It might seem strange to include a tailor’s dummy, death notices, pottery, 
and hatboxes, alongside office buildings, televisions, radios, and smart phones 
– the latter all assuredly design. But rather than segregate self-consciously 
designed things and places from those which are not (e.g., a Mies van der Rohe 
lounge chair from an anonymous sofa), I present them as part of a continuum (in 
this case, of sitting). This is not just because the lounge chair and the sofa have 
common functions but also because formally and informally designed things 
have always comingled in all but the most tightly controlled situations. 

Readers will also find that disparate works of literature and their thingly 
protagonists share another trait. By and large, they echo the themes of moder-
nity, which for our purposes entails the gradual replacement of stable agrarian 
values and cycles with the less predictable but inexorable movement central to 
the notion of progress. Indeed, the beginnings of design are often thought to 
be coterminus with the emergence of nineteenth-century steam engines, train 
stations, department stores, and manufactured products. Operating on a much 
larger scale than the carriages, shops, and dry goods that preceded them, these 
machine-age innovations called for a different kind of forethought and planning. 
However, to view design as a byproduct of the Industrial Revolution – born sui 
generis from mass production and the rise of capitalism – is to deny the sensory 
and poetic dimensions that have driven the making of things through time. Such 
claims also ignore the fact that design grew out of a culture of specialized labor 
and crafts variously practiced by masters and apprentices that predates industri-
alization by centuries. 

Consider Hans Christian Andersen’s fable “The Pen and the Inkwell.” 
The inkwell wonders at the brilliance of the poetry that flows from and through 
him. The quill pen rejects his claim fuming: “You do not understand because you 
cannot think; if you could, you would realize you are only liquid. You exist so that 
I can express upon paper the thoughts that are within me, so that I can write them 
down.”1 The poet, who is ostensibly the master of these bickering tools, also mar-
vels at the power of things. Thinking about the concert he just heard, he says, “The 
violin sang by itself and the bow moved by itself; the two were one.”2 Humbled, he 
concludes that humans and things are all equally instruments of God.
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Not only have these decidedly pre-industrial artifacts acted in excess of 
their individual physical constraints, they also foreshadow our secular view of 
things and humans as mutual creations, though not always with mutual aims. 
It is this quality of interdependence in the production of writing and music 
that make the inkwell, quill pen, violin, and bow recognizable as “design” as 
any tablet or screen we write on today. This is not just because they are instru-
ments with a common purpose. They fall under the rubric of design because 
they mediate our behaviors through their form, their feel, and their affect. Those 
same factors also condition our ideas about those behaviors: generally speaking, 
the design of a tablet places a premium on speed, while the pen is associated 
with a more considered form of communication. In this sense they are varia-
tions on a theme.

Now at the same time that I’m arguing for a more capacious understand-
ing of design, I acknowledge that few people, if any, refer to their possessions 
or homes or cities as “design.” No matter that someone – or someone’s algo-
rithm – has brought them into being. The reality is, we give our things names 
like tables or apartments; we refer to places as uptown or downtown. In naming 
these things, we bring design into life; but, perversely, they then become unre-
markable. That is, until we meet them again in a different context, contexts we 
may never notice except in literature like Shirley Hazzard’s novel The Transit of 
Venus. Here, we encounter a young Englishman visiting the apartment of his 
fiancé for the first time.

The room itself appeared unawed by him – not from any disorder but 
from very naturalness. A room where there had been expectation would 
have conveyed the fact – by a tension of plumped cushions and placed 
magazines, a vacancy from unseemly objects bundled out of sight; by 
suspense slowly dwindling in the curtains. This room was quite without 
such anxiety. On its upholstery, the nap of the usual was undisturbed. No 
tribute of preparation had been paid him here, unless perhaps the 
flowers, which were fresh, and which he himself if he had only thought.3 
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A woman’s independence from “expectation” is limned in a room. A 
man’s sense of entitlement is defeated by curtains, magazines, and upholstery. 
There is something mildly surreal, something beyond the techniques of meta-
phor and simile, in the way that authors like Hazzard write us into things. She 
captures their fleeting presence in our thoughts and makes them linger, “slowly 
dwindle,” just long enough to speak for us. 

Even so, this inversion of expectation – the quality of art that is req-
uisite of all literature – is generally anathemic to design, which is supposed to 
perform predictably. Design is customarily viewed as the progenitor of passive, 
servile things and places. But as Hazzard shows us, this is not quite right. Still, 
we tend to squelch our suspicions that objects exert their own force because, 
like Hazzard’s fiancé, we feel uneasy when the stuff of life contradicts us, when it 
exposes our inconsistencies and failures. Similarly, we are unsettled when things 
surpass us, as they do in Wisława Szymborska’s poem “Museum”: 

Here’s a fan – where is the maiden’s blush? 
Here are swords – where is the ire? 
Nor will the lute sound at the twilight hour.

Since eternity was out of stock, 
ten thousand aging things have been amassed instead.4 

Literature offers us enough distance from things to recognize the full 
range of their capacities to work with us and against us. Yes, the work of the 
designer is to align the ambitions of things and us who use them, but designers 
cannot control how we will appropriate them in the meantime. Nor can they 
clearly foresee their afterlives. Even when care is taken to recycle things and 
reinvigorate their materials, designers cannot vouch for their futures. But writ-
ers can. The prose transplanted here is not offered as a retreat from reality into 
art, but as a designerly deployment of literature to get closer to the real. For the 
real is not solely made up of the tangible but also of the ineffable, which writ-
ten words do their best to convey when we and our things are otherwise mute. 
The authors included here go further. They craft a literary synesthesia. 
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The stanzas and passages selected for this very partial anthology con-
stitute another kind of design research. They immerse us in places and things, 
at the same time, they pull us back into a state of reflection, raising existential 
questions on the order of “what is this house, this shirt, this key?” These kinds 
of questions, which tend to induce paralysis in daily life, are opened up in the 
space-time of language – in poetry and prose that capture the ideas hidden in 
the minutia of materials, hidden in those things and places that we’ve lost sight 
of because we see them all the time.

This is quite different from the usual means of testing and understand-
ing design, where the particulars of an object or a space are studied for their 
immediate affects. More conventional modes of inquiry rely on direct observa-
tion, surveys, focus groups, video monitoring, and the like. But these strategies 
are limited. They rarely ask how that house, shirt, or key will be part of our lives 
beyond the short term of their use. These kinds of investigative techniques are 
even further hobbled by their quest for veracity, for reliable information about 
our experiences with things, when in reality those experiences are nebulous and 
multifarious. They are hobbled because the truth does not have a one-to-one 
relationship with reality.

As counterintuitive as it might seem, literature comes much closer. It 
offers particular truths within its artificial realities. Literature holds insights 
within experiences built from the words of writers; it doesn’t collect those 
experiences after the fact. We know a chair only after we sit on it, but a writer 
knows it beforehand. A writer can make it break, rock someone to sleep, or invite 
a stranger to the table, then tell us what happens next, describing who and what 
will be affected and how.

Of course, designers create similar scenarios, which grow out of the 
stories they listen to and stories of their own. They can, and do, ask “what if” all 
the time. But only we, and our counterparts in literature, can produce and know 
the affects of the things and places they help bring into being. Written for readers 
who design and for readers for whom the world is built in words, this book is as 
much about the consequences of design after it leaves its birthplace – whether 
the factory, the knitting needle, the scrap heap, or the motherboard – as it is 
about the ways we design, by which I mean both the ad hoc and the considered 
ways that we rearrange the furnishings of our lives. 
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The process of mining literature for such insight might be purely an 
academic exercise were it not committed to what literary critic George Steiner 
calls “a politics of the primary.”5 This is a politics that demands a willingness to 
open ourselves to an author’s way of presenting a world before we formulate a 
response. It demands that when we do respond, we do so through a performative 
criticism, the practice of repeating an author’s words (or a composer’s work) and 
then rephrasing it. 

So, if the relationship between words and things is to be of any conse-
quence, we need, as Steiner exhorts, to ingest these stories, not just consume 
them. To do this, I’ve selected passages that offer opportunities for considered 
concentration. This is not a casual commitment. It entails an ethics – one that 
calls for assuming the responsibility of “answering” the work at hand. Steiner 
would have us actively acknowledge the voice that is speaking – here, through 
prose – instead of looking for insight in critical commentary or customer 
reviews. He asks that we give the same kind of attention to an author that we give 
to each other when we answer a spoken question. This is the aim of this book: 
to discover design directly through each author’s prose. Listening to that prose 
to better understand design is not a purely instrumental use of literature but a 
conversation with works and words that were written to be a part of life. 

I am guided by Steiner’s proposition that all thoughtful exchanges – 
here, between perceptions of words and things – are reciprocal explorations 
of perennial preoccupations: Do we want to live this way, with this, with that? 
What follows is an attempt at a pairing of questions being pursued by writers and 
designers: questions of culture, politics, beings, technology, domesticity, sensing, 
collecting, and mortality parsed out in chapters and taken up in a parallel narra-
tive of images drawn from contemporary practice.

AaA
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With its sights set on culture, the first chapter looks at how power, geography, 
beliefs, manners, and mores are coded into observable, everyday aspects of 
existence. This is not an entirely arbitrary starting point, given that design is 
often thought to be a primarily visual endeavor and, just as often, disparaged as 
merely style. But “merely” hardly covers it. The shapes, forms, hues, patterns, 
and arrangements that distinguish places and possessions quite literally color 
our status as insiders, outsiders, or aliens. 

Writers as distinct as André Aciman, Italo Calvino, Darryl Pinckney, 
Luc Sante, and Wim Wenders variously depict culture in the light of leaving 
home or homeland and the identities we carry, deny, or adapt when we do. They 
deal in the displacements and separations, real or imagined, that create space 
for comparisons. In these works, a heightened awareness of cultural divides is 
made evident in the commonplace: a coin, a comic book, a suite of furniture, a 
bridge, a cardboard box. Like the cultures they embody, these things can never 
be stable. Recognizing another’s way of living, and the places and things they live 
with, puts our own in relief. It puts value systems – the beliefs we care about – in 
focus, and sometimes in doubt. It opens the door to politics. 

The politics of control – especially when exerted by totalitarian means – 
are the second chapter’s concern. In these stories, hyper-rationalization reduces 
lives to rationed spaces and goods. Their worth rises and falls in proportion to 
their rarity and the degree of deception (or delusion) required to live beyond 
what is permissible. Buildings, doors, furniture, and mailboxes variously disap-
pear, collapse, even revolt. In the work of writers like Julio Cortázar, Franz Kafka, 
Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky, and José Saramago, tactics of resistance and strate-
gies of compliance operate at cross-purposes – and often within a single space.

Less fantastical but equally powerful are the politics acted out in the 
objects and places written by Constantine Cavafy, Salman Rushdie and W.G. 
Sebald. With Cavafy and Sebald, we enter sites of willful neglect and reposito-
ries of buried memories in which the politics of compromise become the politics 
of cowardice. Rushdie, however, writes of the all too rare exception: a space of 
compromise designed to produce a politics of tolerance.

There are, on the other hand, those conditions that overwhelm our 
ability to cope – situations that divert energy that might otherwise go into 
building political momentum, circumstances that redirect that energy into 
anxious dreams of rescue. These states of helplessness, fear, and frustration 
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Sit Bag Chair, Erdem Akan, 2009

To stay at home or go away, to remain within the comfort of 
one’s culture or to brush up against another’s –these are the 
confl icting impulses that Erdem Akan brings into temporary 
detente with his Sit Bag Chair. Akan practices in Istanbul, a 
city whose history has been shaped by the cultural complex-
ity of being a port that straddles two continents. Today, as in 
many other world cities, cultural diff erences in Istanbul can be 
distinguished among the suitcases that travel fi rst class, the 
economy-class luggage of tourist hordes, and the baggage 

born on the backs of refugees and economic migrants. 
Regardless of their diff erences, most of these mobile citizens 
would probably welcome the sentiment, if not the fact, of 
Akan’s Sit Bag Chairs. Upholstered in bright optimistic stripes, 
they off er a chance to sit and enjoy a moment’s rest amidst the 
jolts of culture shock that come with travel. The chairs are also 
a reminder that the bureaus and cupboards that seem such 
stable fi xtures today originated in the traveling chests and 
trunks of medieval nomads of virtually every class and culture.

Kokon Furniture, Studio Makkink & Bey, 1999

Rianne Makkink and Jurgen Bey’s ghostly Kokon Furniture
denies each chair its separate identity, while still preserving 
a silhouett e of the chairs’ distinctive forms. Depending on 
your aesthetic politics, history – writt en here in chair backs 
– is either smothered or reinvigorated. The designers would 
likely claim the latt er, but the power of the piece lies in its 
ambiguity. Likewise, the fi ction that is critical of totalitarian 

regimes frequently deals with the politics of space, often 
vacillating in their regard for the advantages and disadvan-
tages of personal space. I suspect this is partly to throw off  
censors who would be critical of any signs of individualism, 
and partly because the authors themselves understand the 
danger of frozen spaces and frozen ideologies. 
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Street of Crocodiles, still, Stephen and Timothy Quay, Zeitgeist Films, 1986

In the Quay Brothers short film Street of Crocodiles, a pup-
pet’s strings are cut, screws spiral and dance across the 
floor, light bulbs become creatures, leather thongs curl, 
and a pocket watch’s workings are made of meat. The film, 
loosely based on Bruno Schulz’s story of the same name, 
achieves its uncanny affect by amplifying the inherent 

characteristics of materials. Like their literary counterparts 
– beings, golems and creatures that oscillate between the 
human and nonhuman – the filmmakers’ thingly characters 
are both lively and fragile. They are imbued with the pathos 
of all life forms, of which we humans are but one.

Asymmetric Love Number 2, Addie Wagenknecht, 2012

Addie Wagenknecht’s security camera chandelier plays with 
the idea of shedding light on the things we can’t see in the 
dark, making the point that the primeval desire to protect 
ourselves has evolved into something far less innocent. 

Yes, we want to guard those we love, but today that love 
has been twisted and paranoia thrives, aided and abetted 
by technology. Technological surveillance has become so 
omnipresent as to be invisible, unless it is flaunted as décor.
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are fertile spawning grounds for prodigious marvels and monsters. The third 
chapter, devoted to beings, centers on objects endowed with unnatural powers 
and places of surreal possibility, some of which have been designed into being 
with magical thinking and some with the very real capacities of lively materials, 
albeit here in fiction. 

Margaret Atwood, Jorge Luis Borges, Primo Levi, Cynthia Ozick, and 
Bruno Schulz, among others, recognize the perennial urge to fabricate other ver-
sions of our selves. Their hybrid beings thrive in utopias governed by escape and 
denial. They also invade ordinary lives, mocking their order with a strangeness 
that is frightening and alienating, at the same time it is liberating. Wood is made 
flesh, alchemy animates the dumb and senseless, and the line between human 
and nonhuman is erased – sometimes in the name of transcendent progress, 
sometimes to keep the future at bay, or at the least, to reroute its direction. 

Technology, grounded in science’s hypotheses and proofs, is meant to 
give us more time and agency. But there is a particular poignancy to its prag-
matism. Technological systems and devices, with their vast reach into daily life, 
usefully extend the reach of human bodies, but they simultaneously overrule 
(and increasingly supplant) those bodies. The fourth chapter presents a series 
of audits that try to account for just how effective and affective our tools and 
devices are, especially after they leave their think tanks, laboratories, and facto-
ries. We have our ways of doing things, and things have theirs. At its best, design 
is the arbitrator between these two willful forces; at its weakest, design sides 
only with one imperative, the purely technical.

With varying degrees of sanguinity for the technological fix, authors 
such as Nicholson Baker, William Gaddis, Tom McCarthy, Marcel Proust, and 
Gary Shteyngart chart the oxymoronic project of harnessing the unpredictable 
forces of energy. With a menagerie of telephones, radios, staplers, clocks, and 
LEDs and sensors – some of it vaporware, most of it not – they confront our 
shortcomings in the limitations of the things meant to do our work.

Work, however, is not always about forward motion. It becomes some-
thing else when it is routinized, when labor becomes laboring. This is often the 
case with housework, which figures prominently in the fifth chapter devoted to 
domesticity. The maintenance and sustenance of the spaces and the furnishings 
of home – even when the home in question someone else’s – are more private, 
more intimate, and often lonelier. But no less pregnant with possibilities. Here 
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we encounter the unsung acts of designing and redesigning that is done without 
fanfare by those who clean, sew, order, and mend.

Dusting furniture, mopping floors, picking up what’s left behind, sort-
ing through old clothes are all about claiming or rejecting territory. Lucia Berlin, 
Raymond Carver, Magda Szabó, and Natasha Trethewey are among those writers 
who salvage the dignity of cleaning up; and they do so with a vehemence that is 
belied by the modesty and the meanness of their real estate – a shelf, a door, a 
room, a bombed-out neighborhood – all of which solicit care.

There are those who sort and edit, and there are those who can’t choose. 
The sixth chapter, under the rubric of consumption, takes the part of collec-
tors, hoarders, and magpies. Here, things and places, but mostly things in places, 
are in control. We are accustomed to censuring the excess of things in people’s 
lives as a sign of over-weaning pride in having more and better things than their 
rivals have. Walter Benjamin, Lao She, Virginia Woolf, and Émile Zola (to name 
just a few) are writers, who each in their way add more subtle dimensions to our 
thingly addictions. 

In this literature, characters’ judgments are colored by the nature of the 
objects themselves – whether crude or highly refined – along with the motiva-
tions behind their pursuit. Plans are diverted by a find, a fake confers dignity, 
loyalty is compromised by a love of the self that is mirrored in things. We can 
understand this. Less palatable, however, but equally human (so we cannot 
disown them) are the delusions amassed in material form, whose provenance is 
traced, here, by César Aira and Georges Perec. These things cannot fail to dis-
appoint because they are the products of insatiability. They don’t really matter, 
only their successors do.

For matter to matter, a different kind of investment is needed. One of 
the deepest comes with the experience of sensing. Chapter seven considers how 
design elicits our senses in acts of perception, in the vibrations of touch, and in 
the space between sight and seeing. Here, Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Coover, J.-K. 
Huysmans, Vladimir Nabokov, Colson Whitehead, and others explore the largely 
ignored sensory dimensions of our relationships with things. They recognize 
that the senses deployed by makers and the senses that are aroused by their work 
are the twin antennae of mutual recognition – a recognition that offers a respite 
from loneliness. We make things to keep company with us. In turn, these things 
affirm someone has thought of us, even if at a great distance.
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Untitled, Ellie Birkhead, 2015

Ellie Birkhead’s brush disrupts the familiar gestures of clean-
ing so that whoever does the sweeping-up can invent new 
ways of doing it. This double-headed brush with two sets of 
bristles facing in opposite directions is designed for sweep-
ing two parallel surfaces at once. Birkhead has also designed 
other brushes to do things like get into small crevices, clean 
cylindrical objects, and scrub the hide of an animal. Still, 

for all their attempts to elaborate the possibilities of clean-
ing, these eccentric objects don’t deny that housework is 
demanding manual labor. More like a hedge clipper or a bel-
lows, the brush pictured here looks like it requires muscle. In 
making the tool appear monumental, Birkhead tacitly pays 
tribute to the undervalued work of housekeeping and the 
maintenance of domesticity. 

Receipt Rug, Virgil Abloh, 2018

Abloh, founder of fashion label Off-White, was commis-
sioned by IKEA to create a line of products for a young 
person’s first home. His Receipt Rug proudly announces its 
price of $599.00 to all who walk on it. The rug flaunts the 
custom of concealing the price we pay for things. Here, the 
banal image of the receipt, complete with bar code, belies 
the fact that it is being sold as a limited edition and mar-
keted as high value design object of and about consuming. 
IKEA unveiled it at an event called “Democratic Design Days,” 
using the word “democratic” to mean affordable. But it 

would be more accurate to call it “collectible.” Furthermore, 
the conflation of shopping and democracy is problematic, 
especially in the United States, where spending has been 
celebrated as patriotic, while tacitly encouraging credit card 
debt. That said, whether by accident or intention, the rug 
does evoke a famous critique of consumerism in its echo of 
the scene in David Fincher’s 1999 film Fight Club where Tyler 
Durden (Brad Pitt) inventories his possessions by recalling 
the IKEA catalog pages they came from.

29



INTRODUCTION

Table, Hella Jongerius, 2009

In act of sewing plate to cloth, Hella Jongerius plays with 
the power of the counterintuitive. However, she doesn’t 
just disturb our sense of table etiquette, she also reverses 
our perception of piercing from one of sensing pain to one 
of surprising pleasure. The fact that the stitches are sewn 

through porcelain makes their tactility all the more compel-
ling. After marveling at how it’s done, you just want to touch 
it. Moreover, the interplay of pattern, porcelain, and cloth 
mirrors the layers of information that are part of every expe-
rience. No sense is every truly discrete.

Infinity Burial Suit, Jae Rhim Lee, The New York Times, 2016

The Infinity Burial Suit, which incorporates mushrooms to 
break down tissue and add nutrients to the soil, is designed 
to change attitudes toward dying. Artist Jae Rhim Lee 
believes that customs like wakes and open casket funerals 
constitute a denial of death. (Indeed, a mortician’s role is 
to preserve some semblance of the formerly living body.) 
Her alternative is more environmentally sound in that it 
eliminates embalming chemicals, formaldehyde, and the 
metals and gases produced by cremations. It is also much 

less costly. Interestingly, at the same time this project joins 
the ranks of those who equate corpses with compost, it 
recognizes the human need to pause and mark the occasion 
of death. The mushroom patterns stitched on the shoulders 
and borders of the pajama-like suit add dignity to the pros-
pect of eventual decay, and possibly a small sense of comfort 
that the living invariably seek in the face of mortality. 
Although, instead of memorializing a person, the embroidery 
memorializes the processes that start after death.
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The writings of Baker, Borges, Calvino, and Pamuk come back for a 
special encore, appearing here for their respective gifts in detecting the sensory 
provocations contained within the artifacts of narrative. These writers under-
stand the physiognomy of signage, books, and letterforms as co-producers of 
narrative. They understand “knowing” as something that happens in between 
matter and mind, something impossible without the senses. 

Chapter eight looks at the things we bring to bear on mortality. The works 
considered here delve into all manner of things and places – themselves in varying 
degrees of health – that have been designed to defend, and sometimes bridge, the 
border between living and dying. Our lookouts are numerous; among them are 
Mahmoud Darwish, James Fenton, Karl Ove Knausgaard, and Haruki Murakami.

Some see insult in the fact that we are more mortal than much of what 
we make. Others see us as surrounded by decay and wonder why we are assailed 
by grief when faced with our own deaths. Then there are those who would have 
things mourn us and those who write with gratitude for the things that tell us we 
have yet a bit more time. 

The things of the bedside and the graveyard are the cousins of those 
objects, systems, and places that populate the realms of culture, politics, myth, 
and technology. They make us as much as we make them. We collect them, clean 
them, and occasionally bury them. Thinking Design through Literature exhumes 
them, that we might relish them a little bit longer and take them as seriously as 
we do ourselves. 
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Lamp, above; Baby, left and right below, Oki Sato, Nendo, 2015

Doors require choices and intentions. We can either enter 
or exit through their frames. As such they create a division 
between being inside and out, and, by extension, the cultural 
choices involved in making the decision to cross a threshold. 
Oki Sato’s variations on the door open up those choices fur-
ther with indications of welcome with a built-in lamp and an 

expanded framework that accommodates a child’s height, 
a wheelchair’s width, as well as any other object that would 
otherwise be denied entry. In the process, Sato unbalances 
the symmetry between “exit” and “entry” embodied in the 
archetypal door, accentuating the choice to enter. His is a 
warm invitation to cross into other domains.
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CHAPTER 1

Culture: Identity,  
Displacement, Exile

“There’s no place like home.”1 

Or is home no-place? Houses are spaces and cities are places, but “home” 
is an abstract destination. It is also our first introduction to culture. Getting 
“home” involves the act of recognition (this place, these things, seem famil-
iar), coupled with compatibility (this place, these things, seem inviting). When 
these sensations are absent, the feeling of being “at home” disappears. What 
replaces it is an awareness of other ways of doing things, other notions of 
“home” and identity. It is only when we encounter the unfamiliar, only when 
we leave home, that we begin to understand the notion of culture. 

Such encounters can be especially unnerving when they happen 
in places we’ve come to think of as “ours.” Cultural markers like childhood 
haunts and hometown fixtures can become almost unrecognizable over time 
for any number of reasons. The gulf between how we remember things being 
and what they are now may be among the most unsettling cultural terrains 
we have to negotiate. No less painful are the adjustments required by forced 
migration or exile; though in those cases there is far less expectation of find-
ing the familiar on street corners or at the kitchen table as there is when we 
go home.

Our first experience of culture is in the microcosm of the family. 
Adults loom over children, siblings create a pecking order, aunts, uncles, and 
grandparents carry a whiff of someplace poorer or richer, and certainly older. 
With time, those signs of rank, power, and place appear in ever more intricate 
gradations of social and geographic difference. We give ourselves away in the 
cut of our clothes, the fabrics of our cities and towns, and in the things we take 
and leave behind as we move to and fro – evidence usually assessed decades, 
centuries, or even millennia later.
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Literature, however, has the advantage of being able to embrace larger 
swathes of time and space than most of us could ever hope to cover. It can map 
the shifting distances between home and house, home and place, home and 
things, in ways that make us more alert to the meaning and substance of “where.” 
That it does so without the rigor of history, anthropology, archeology, or the 
precision of sciences like geology and biology, makes it no less instructive. In fact, 
it is arguable that literature, in the ways it animates the tensions that arise around 
things and places, makes the consequences of culture that much more affective.

Consider the old saw about two emigrants. One tells the other that he 
plans to migrate to Uruguay. To the surprised reaction: “That’s far away!” the 
man responds: “Far away from where?”2 The answer of course is home and the 
flotsam and jetsam of things it encompasses. Every time we leave home, whether 
we are “far away” or simply on an unfamiliar street, those things appear in “a 
negative mirror. The traveler recognizes the little that is his, discovering the 
much he has not had and will never have.”3 (So says Marco Polo to Kublai Khan in 
Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities.) It is an uncomfortable discovery. We feel curi-
ously present and not present, sensing the peculiar homesickness that Germans 
more accurately call Unheimlichkeit, no matter where we actually are.

The works discussed in this chapter show how things as disparate as 
cardboard boxes, fireworks, bridges, coins, comic books, dining room chairs, and 
city parks can make us feel at home or far away, or both at once. We rarely think 
about these things in terms of culture – the constellations of people, customs, 
and things that make up our identities – until their familiar patterns are inter-
rupted. Even then, culture is probably the last word that comes to mind. More 
likely, when we are “far away,” we just think that something is a little off.

IDENTITY: THE CULTURAL POLITICS OF THINGS AND PLACES

Tim O’Brien captures this friction between the familiar and the strange in the 
most extreme of circumstances: war. In a passage from The Things They Carried, 
O’Brien shows how America’s surfeit of goods comes into sharp relief in the jun-
gles of Vietnam. Soldiers routinely received packages filled with things that were 
as remote from the realities of war as those who packed them.
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