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Photo Essay:  
Objects of Meaning

1. Amrit Phull, Pencil Holder

2. Kristine Szabo, Paperweight

3. Kate Tessier, Hudson’s Bay blanket etc.

4. Ashley Rumsey, Elephant pencil holder

5. Sara Rodriguez, Lotus vase

6. Andrea Hirsch, Penguin/Planter

7. Martha McCain, Journals

8. Kim Bagayawa & Mike Dell, Cups

9. Jennifer Bitz, Mixing bowls

10. Camille Byrne, Watering can

11. Cara Michell, Samovar

12. Lesley Stoyen & Chris Trussel, Mirror

The average North American robin builds twenty to thirty nests in its 

lifetime. So far, I have lived in twenty-one spaces, which is to say that I have 

experienced twenty cycles of packing and unpacking my belongings.

Carried from place to place, my evolving collection of objects has passed 

through twenty careful reflections on my relationships to each item 

contained. Some of the aids and accessories that have remained with me 

are functional and seemingly utilitarian: a stainless steel spice dish, a pen 

tray, a cereal bowl. Small relics such as these have offered me a feeling of 

continuity as I navigate new homes. They have shaped each space into 

something both familiar and personal. The steel dish held the mustard 

seeds my grandmother and I used together to temper an onion into 

sweet, rose-pink chutney––this dish recalls for me a kitchen of wooden 

spoons, steam and ghee. The pen tray was an unremarkable offcut of 

wood I found in a waste bin. A thin wash of linseed oil revealed in the 

African mahogany ribbons of gold and black. In its surface, holographic, 

is the spirit of craft that grounds me. And in the cereal bowl, shaped like 

a fish and given to me by a friend, I find the joy of morning. 

These “everyday” objects are part of a constellation of wares that move 

as I move, our combined shape changing with each new nest. The 

ephemera within our homes can be seen as a physical aggregate of our 

values, past and present. We imbue these objects with experiences and 

emotions, such that they become a reflection of the soul. Trophies of a life 

lived. Though the objects themselves are only matter, their fundamental 

value is located in the voids they provide to their users:

“Clay is moulded to make a pot,
But it is in the space where there is nothing,
That the usefulness of the clay pot lies.”
 —Taoist philosopher Lao Tse, Way of Life, Stanza 11.

Such wares make space for the humble acts of life. Within a pot is the 

promise of a meal for two. A candle leaves only a thin pool of wax and 

the memory of its light and warmth. A planter leaves space for the natural 

world to take roots from within the home. From this Taoist perspective, a 

collection can be seen less as an accumulation of everyday objects and 

more as a sum of negative spaces. The surfaces, corners and depressions 

of objects are invitations to impart personal meaning and action. Taosim 

reveals how objects themselves are, in a sense, weightless, as the human 

spirit should ideally be. On the cultural art of tea and Tao, Okakura 

Kakuzo wrote, “One who could make of himself a vacuum into which 

others might freely enter would become master of all situations.”

A space of comfort is one that is ready to receive not only the mind and 

memory, but also the physical body. In the process of nesting, a space 

takes on the tactile characteristics of its inhabitant: their scent and shape. 

The robin weaves a nest with a negative large enough to fit her body. While 

she hunts, the eggs sit within the system of grass and branches, a space 

she has shaped with her belly. The textiles in our homes offer a space for 

us to be received in warmth and comfort. Fabrics carry the imprints of 

our body: a throw lies contrapposto with a cushion, their combined form 

suggesting the silhouette of my back after an evening of sitting. Pliant, 

textiles in the home are imprinted by our human occupation of them. 

The word “dwelling” is simultaneously a noun and a verb. It can refer either 

to the bones of a residence (i.e. its architecture) or to these cumulative, 

everyday acts of consciousness and being. The objects within 8 Wares & 

Meaning have been designed and crafted as opportunities to meditate 

on the joys of the everyday. Housewares are hosts to the rituals of living; 

they become the houses in which the human spirit dwells. If home is the 

place we are most ourselves, then wares are tools for simple expressions 

of the soul.  It is in the personal practice of these commonplace, intimate 

actions that we might locate the sensation of being home, for it is in 

these actions where we are fully present.
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