
INTERVIEW WITH A CHAIR 
and other forgotten dialects of ordinary things





IN ESTONIAN 
“THE CHAIR” IS 

A “TOOL”



These migrating objects which wash up in our homes have different histories, the 
consequence of the ebb and flow of daily life penetrating the imaginary. They are the 
discrete heroes of a modern romance whose destiny leads to the dustbin by way of 
the vacuum cleaner. Documents to be thrown away without commentary, no flowers or 
wreaths. 

  - Daniel Spoerri, An Anecdoted Topography of Chance
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And yet it has always happened that certain things - a stone wall, a seashell, a leaf, a 
teapot - present themselves to him as if asking for a minute and prolonged attention.
- Italo Calvino, Mr Palomar

Introduction

Human beings want everyday objects to have good manners and make human lives 
easier. They are meant to be our silent servants, only visible in the minute of need. Our 
knowledge about the objects seems to be enough - we can easily recognize their form, 
trust their function and use them accordingly. Objects are extensions of our bodies 
and sensory system, helping us to perform simple tasks (being a support, keeping us 
warm) and making the theatre of everyday run smoothly. 

I am curious if one could stretch the vocabulary of our communication with ordinary 
objects. For that “I will attempt to draw nearer to things, to spy on them” (Droit 2005), 
I want to explore this mute land, where cups and paperclips, chairs and suitcases, 
socks and doorknobs live. I will attempt to meet the object for the first time, to question 
the automatic behaviour used in approaching the objects, to challenge myself to look 
again and again at the seemingly insignificant. 
 
Right now, I am sitting in a room on a chair writing at a table. I am sure that many other 
people are doing something similar: reading in bed, eating from a bowl or doing other 
normalities people do with ordinary objects. Nothing special. 
From this chair I will go on search for forgotten languages between human beings and 
objects to find mixed dialects and poetic trajectories: silences, secrets and errors of 
objects. My own chaotic carpet of thought will be embroidered with archaeological, 
anthropological, philosophical and artistic threads of knowledge of other brains.  
Put together from a selection of thought particles, the chapters could be read next to 
or on top of each other, around or under the objects surrounding you. Following text 
could be experienced like a swarm of birds or a colony of bacteria, re-arranging their 
structure with the attention of the reader. 

My research is mapping the dialects of the objects, the main question being: 
What kind of extinct vocabularies between humans and everyday objects could be 
extracted from the trajectories of our interactions?  

This thesis is one (im)possible collection of associations that support my process 
of moving and thinking in things. A choreography of objects, where language and 
imagination discover their living bodies; a score for the in-between, where visible and 
invisible trajectories write their phenomenology; a map for the routine landscapes, 
where unexpected pauses cut out their forms. 



To begin with, tell yourself that things are in effect folded propositions. Or the folds of 
ancient and vanished phrases. Or the solid residues of extinct words. 

  - Roger-Pol Droit, How Are Things?

/ / / 



WHAT IS ETERNITY
FOR A CHAIR?



“TRAJECTS” IN HUMAN-OBJECT DIALECTS
It is a language made up of things.
Italo Calvino, Mr Palomar

To not get entangled with  the overcrowded meanings in “subject”, “object” and “thing”, 
I set my focus on researching the poetic dialects of common objects. I believe that 
without dividing world into fixed points or clear outlines the pulsating in-between could 
take the stage. Then the shared messages, metaphors, meditations and motions can 
become trajectories or movements, radiating from human and object bodies. With that 
thought a strong connection with Paul Virilio (a theorist of accelerated culture) becomes 
significant, as he found a way out of thinking in objects and subjects: 

“I do not work on the subject and object - that is the work of the philosopher - but  rather  
on the “traject.” I have even proposed to inscribe the trajectory between the subject 
and the object to create the neologism “trajective.”
  - Virilio, Politics of the Very Worst

Virilio writes about a city as a “site of trajectories and trajectivity” (Virilio 1999) and I 
would like to add a chair and a table in the list of such sites, as most of human inter-
actions take place in the presence of those objects. 

“1: the curve that a body (as a planet or comet in its orbit or a rocket) describes in 
space
2: a path, progression, or line of development resembling a physical trajectory.”
  - “trajectory” defined by Merriam-Webster dictionary 

I wanted to escape or overwrite the loaded word “object”, but with Virilio’s “traject” 
the focus on what is happening between a human being and an object is precisely 
set. I perceive webs of associations exploding from the object, every cup and door 
becomes a network without clear borders. I can not connect to Tim Ingold’s passive 
and congealed object, but his definition of a thing fits my view on everyday objects: 
“a going-on, or better, a place where several goings on become entwined” (Ingold 

2010). This is the “traject” or the trajectory, one possible movement or a dialect by 
which humans and objects could communicate. These “trajects” could be the curves 
of languages emerging from the meetings between an object (such as a chair) and a 
person. 

I would like to focus on two main “trajects” between the human being and the object: 
practical activities and imaginative poetics. Vocabularies are formed from the dialects 
of everyday rituals, function and measurement; elegance of the ordinary, imprints of 
memory and means of communication. Two additional, and extinct “trajects” need 
special attention: silence of the object and collaboration between the human and the 
object. 

While thinking in “trajects” (and not in objects and subjects) various alternative sce-
narios become possible. Objects are dreaming to be movements, rather than frozen 
drops of time. 
A simple example of an object becoming a partner in imaginative practices is found in 
Dadaist Walter Serner’s performance. He approached an empty armchair on the stage, 
bowed deeply and put a bunch of flowers on the seat (Hausmann 1966). 

A chair is a monument for the act of sitting, but it also provokes other readinesses in 
human imagination: re-inventing sitting or finding the most uncomfortable way to sit. 
The mystical ordinary starts to chroreograph new “trajects” which interrupt the routine. 



1

/ /  vocabulary 
/ /  of
/ /  practice

The objects which surround my body reflect its possible action upon them.
  - Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory



1.1 RHYTHMS OF ERROR IN EVERYDAY RITUALS
Doing press-ups on coffee cups, balancing on oranges, flying on a broom, everything 
is possible – for one minute.
- Erwin Wurm: One Minute Sculptures exhibition text 

One way of communication with everyday objects is a set of practices traced in our 
habits, routines and rhythms. We all know what to do with a chair even if there is 
no user manual. Interacting with objects is a ritual everyone builds up according to 
one’s needs. An artist could try to find some gaps in those actions, add a spoonful of 
unexpectedness, turn a known movement into something else. Keetra Dean Dixon’s 
Objects of Codependency (Fig 1) is a series of neat function-shifting objects meant to 
be performed by two people: “I’ve got your back” (two pairs of shoes, attached to each 
other), “Just between you and me” (a balloon with two mouth-pieces), “Every breath 
you take” (a cigarette for smoking from both ends). Those items propose a shared 
ritual, becoming a re-invention of tasks usually experienced alone. The narrative of the 
everyday gets changed - suddenly chairs are sitting on people and books are reading
humans, a bottomless cup can take in litres of coffee and the table has hundred legs. 
The objects become the educators of our senses (Gosden 2005) and perception. 
Katerina Kamprani (Fig 2) introduces a collection of deliberately inconvenient objects
(The Uncomfortable). One can only imagine how frustrating can be handling an 
inflatable doorknob, an extremely fat button, a bowl with a hole, a spiky wine glass or 
an umbrella made of concrete. 

Everyday can bring us error and horror, when a plate falls down or a house key gets 
lost. Then the misbehaving object gets the spotlight. Also the humans can misspell the 
cultural code and interrupt the rhythm of common situations. The mistakes or happy 
accidents can happen anywhere: snores/sneezes in the holy silence of theatre; a chair 
breaking in the middle of an important meeting; two people trying to avoid a collision 
on a busy street by repeating the left-to-right-to-left-to-right dance with each other; 
a conductor rehearsing in a café, setting the tempo with the spoon for the piece of 
cake, the plate and the coffee cup. Moments when adults use everyday objects or 
actions outside the cultural norms become tiny performances in themselves. Those

situations are close to the worlds of children and playing, where rules are not yet so 
rigid, functions are changed and added in a blink of an eye. Then a blanket and three 
chairs can become a house or a space ship. As a child I spent most of the family 
dinners under the table, putting a fork in the toes of the people. Also Adam Niklewicz 
makes the audience crawl under the table, because only then can one see the candle, 
the spoon and the plate. Another work is as challenging - beautiful dinner set-up with a 
spherical table and the cutlery glued to it, waiting to be experienced. 

John Cage, throughout his life, was fascinated by the sound of domestic objects. 
Rhythms of everyday noises inspired many of his works. He was shaking the music 
world with compositions made by the chance (letting the dice determine the decisions 
in the score). He believed that “ideas are to be found in the same way that you find 
wild mushrooms in the forest, by just looking” (Cage; Retallack 2011). In 1957-59 Cage 
was teaching a musical composition class, where George Brecht (Fig 3) came up with 
the Event score, extensively used by him and other Fluxus artists. In the Event, various 
everyday actions are “framed as minimalistic performances or, occasionally, as ima-
ginary and impossible experiments with everyday situations” (Higgins 2002). Earliest 
examples (1962) of those scores are Brecht’s Keyhole Event (observing the situations 
through a keyhole) and Drip Music (composing with dripping from one empty vessel
to another). Those poetic scores are open to any kind of interpretation, performer, 
time or space. They can be seen as exercises for imagination or pieces needed to 
be activated. Events are extremely simple actions, “zen exercises, boredom pieces” 
(Schmit, cited in Higgins 2002). In this way the boundary between art and ordinary life 
is blurred, everyday experience is transformed into an art event, errors become a part 
of the composition.  

Norberto Llopis Segarra (Fig 4) is performing methods to show objects as tools for 
keeping the mind open. He is researching what the objects are doing to us, ques-
tioning the innocence of the objects and their sense of time, mixing philosophical 
sharpness and simple bodily humor. In one of his texts Segarra writes: “To drop a chair 
means very little, but does a lot of things.”



1.2 FUNCTION/DYSFUNCTION/NEOFUNCTION 
Disruptions bring to life the dynamic relationship between humans and things.
- Frank Trentmann, Materiality in the Future of History: Things, Practices and Politics

For most of the humans the objects are their purpose, providing the “smooth running 
of the whole show” (Droit 2005). Nobody wants a chair that loses its leg on Tuesdays. 
But one particular function could also become a heavy burden for the object, creating 
the whole identity of it. It might be possible to see (part of) the object’s identity also in 
its dysfunction or failure. 
In case of Erwin Wurm (Fig 5) the exhibition space is exposing known objects (clothes, 
buckets, chairs, pens) with instructions like “Take a shoe and listen to it for a while” or 
“Put your head in a sack and think about Sigmund Freud”. The audience is expected 
to activate “One Minute Sculptures” by practicing bizarre object-assisted yoga and 
questioning the function of things. There is definitely something charming in disappea-
ring into your trousers, trying to balance on oranges or having a conversation through a 
refrigerator. Wurm is hunting for the successful failure in the fixed understanding about 
ordinary things.
It is a good start for thinking about the “conversation” or connection we are having with 
our daily objects. Fresh user manuals (like Wurm’s instructions) could rise another kind 
of an awareness. Otherwise we only notice an object when it misbehaves or breaks (the 
sharpness of the knife when we cut our finger or the cup falling into pieces, burning 
us with hot tea). 
 
“Things are not just friendly companions or instruments of power. Things are also 
trouble. They break down. They cause us grief, anger, or bewilderment. How they work 
depends on how people use them, and uses differ on the ground.” 
  - Frank Trentmann, Materiality in the Future of History: Things, Practices and Politics

The key does a lot to us, when we lose it. We certainly become aware of the hidden 
power of a tiny object. The orderly living room will be turned into a chaotic archeo-
logical site, and everything lost from previous centuries will be found, but not the key 
in question. For quite some time everything circles around that key. A small incident 

triggers a number of activities, incredible creativity and supernatural powers (in case 
one needs to climb outside the building on 7th floor or to speak an unknown language).
In their misbehavior or change of function objects become visible, disruptions become 
“moments that reveal the nature of things” (Trentmann 2009).  

“These things are so close to us, our being-in-the-world is so enmeshed in networks 
of things, that we do not see them unless they call attention to themselves by breaking 
down, are in the wrong places or are missing.” 
  - Bjørnar Olsen, Material Culture after Text: Re-membering Things

Incorrect behaviour could be also turned into a neofunction of an object. Our grand-
parents have been the pioneers of that field. They never abandoned objects that had 
retired or were broken. They knew how to transform a function and fix them: broken 
cups found new life as flower pots, empty bottles as vases or candlesticks, old para-
chute textiles as dresses. The function became a changeable quality, every thing was 
being cared for, objects and human beings were part of each other’s worlds. It was one 
of the natural processes in everyday lives, happening without any artistic interference. 
This way of communicating has inspired a lot of creative minds (zero waste designers) 
and given the objects a long joyful life.



1.3  OBJECTS AS PERSONAL SCALES
Some of the objects are due to mere measurements. I thought of measuring things 
according to the criterion of the moment. For instance, my height is 60-odd tomatoes, 
and I am 111,225 Copenhagen-Paris train trips old.
- Daniel Spoerri, An Anecdoted Topography of Chance

In everyday life subtle intimacy and quite some time is shared with the same objects, 
for example with a particular cup while drinking the first coffee of the day. In that cup a 
forgotten metaphor of time and quantity is hidden, a scale measuring the necessary to 
get the day started. It is a personal clock that fits the hand and stomach. 

Objects are all around us, extending our bodies and minds. Susan Kozel wrote how we 
“could focus with our kneecaps, our palms, our shoulder blades” (Kozel 2007). We can 
also find a point of concentration in our chairs and tables, through and with them. The 
hard church benches are supposed to keep people from falling asleep, a soft armchair 
is made for relaxing the body and loosening the mind.
One could even measure the poetry in office objects. Some dialects of focusing 
through basic objects are performed in “Untitled” by Marie Cool and Fabio Balducci 
(Fig 6). Cool sits behind the table, plays with white A4 sheets, manipulates stripes 
of scotch tape, follows the gliding of a metal ball from a pen. Her inward gaze and 
sensitive presence communicate with the movements of the objects. 

Objects are the scales of our muscles and bones, they are made to fit human 
hand, leg, head or the whole body. We are in a constant search for the unison with 
the objects. In a photoessay “Searching for Comfort in an Uncomfortable Chair”, 
Bruno Munari (Fig 7) measures the comfort of an armchair with his body. He mocks 
the middle class people who choose beauty over function, ending up wrestling 
with their furniture to find at least one convenient pose in the uncomfortable (but 
aesthetically pleasing) armchair. Munari illustrates his point with photos of him trying to 
find various (im)possible ways to read and sit in an armchair.
As it turns out, chairs are the scales for measuring the intensity of a meeting. Sid Lee 
Collective wanted to design chairs with what to get the maximum out of a meeting. As

ergonomic office chairs make people lazy and unproductive, they made a collection of 
slightly uncomfortable seats: “Rockoco” (inversed rocking chair), “Space Invader” (a 
tiny mountain on seating directed towards one’s most private space), “Talking Head” 
(chair with very short legs, so there is only person’s head on the table), “Wallet Factor” 
(seat angled right to left, balanced seating is possible depending on the thickness of 
one’s wallet).   

Objects might seem distant and alien, but it is just because we are not used to think 
that these objects could be the language that communicates and connects the dots, 
addresses wider themes of the social organisation and human behaviour. To get closer, 
I would like to listen to the teacup longer than it is culturally accepted. Or to see what 
happens, when “I have measured out my life with coffee spoons” (T. S. Eliot).


