
Introduction: Reading Things
[T]he past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach of intellect,
in some material object . . . which we do not suspect.
«marcel proust , Du côté de chez Swann »

The Victorian novel describes, catalogs, quantifies, and in general
showers us with things: post chaises, handkerchiefs, moonstones,
wills, riding crops, ships’ instruments of all kinds, dresses of
muslin, merino, and silk, coffee, claret, cutlets—cavalcades of
objects threaten to crowd the narrative right off the page.1 These
things often overwhelm us at least in part because we have learned
to understand them as largely meaningless: the protocols for
reading the realist novel have long focused us on subjects and
plots; they have implicitly enjoined us not to interpret many or
most of its objects. Even with the recent critical attention to
the detail, the fetish, and material culture, the “things” of novels
still do not get taken seriously—that is to say, they do not get
interpreted—much of the time.2 What knowledge has remained
unexplored and unexamined, safe in the words that have seemed
to designate the most inconsequential and uninterpretable of
things? The Ideas in Things assumes that critical cultural archives
have been preserved, unsuspected, in the things of realism that
have been so little or so lightly read.
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2 Introduction

In the first three chapters of this book, I “read” objects with
obvious imperial and industrial histories in three well-known
Victorian novels: mahogany furniture in Jane Eyre, calico curtains
in Mary Barton, and “Negro head” tobacco in Great Expectations.
Each of these objects is mentioned repeatedly, often at crucial
narrative moments, but with no attendant indication that it has
meaning beyond the limited or weak metonymic function3 that
many fictional objects are typically “allowed” in the usual literary
reading of the Victorian novel: mahogany furniture signifies that
Jane is newly rich but not possessed of nouveau riche taste; the
curtains in the Barton home suggest that its laboring-class resi-
dents are domestic, and therefore that middle-class readers can
safely care about them; Negro head tobacco conjures Magwitch’s
identification of himself as a slave, specifically as the black slave of
his erstwhile partner, Compeyson.4 These objects are largely in-
consequential in the rhetorical hierarchy of the text—they do not
ascend to metaphorical stature; they suggest, or reinforce, some-
thing we already know about the subjects who use them. But each
of these objects, if we investigate them in their “objectness,”5 was
highly consequential in the world in which the text was pro-
duced. Accordingly, the knowledge that is stockpiled in these
things bears on the grisly specifics of conflicts and conquests that
a culture can neither regularly acknowledge nor permanently de-
stroy if it is going to be able to count on its own history to know
itself and realize a future.

The reader who wishes to recover (or rather, imagine) the
material qualities of fictional things must avoid the temptations
of allegory and follow instead the protocols of the collector as
Walter Benjamin describes them in The Arcades Project: “The al-
legorist is, as it were, the polar opposite of the collector. He has
given up the attempt to elucidate things through research into
their properties and relations. He dislodges things from their
context and, from the outset, relies on his profundity to illumi-
nate their meaning. The collector, by contrast, brings together
what belongs together; by keeping in mind their affinities and
their succession in time, he can eventually furnish information
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Reading Things 3

about his objects.”6 What this means, in practical terms, is that
understanding the widest possible range of meanings for, let’s
say, the mahogany furniture in Jane Eyre requires that one learn
about the history of the depletion of mahogany in Madeira and
in the Caribbean (the two major sources of wealth in the novel);
about the subsequent vicissitudes of the cash crops—grapes and
sugar—that were planted in its stead; about Madeira as the first
site of the modern form of plantation slavery that would later
be exported to the Caribbean; and about the history of furniture
and the properties of mahogany that allowed certain innovations
in furniture style in the eighteenth century—and what those in-
novations signified, culturally speaking, in the Victorian period.

This investigation of the social and environmental vicissitudes
of mahogany prevents us from making any headlong assignment
of meaning. Mahogany becomes more than a weak metonym for
wealth and taste; it figures, first of all, itself. It tells a story of im-
perial domination—the history of deforestation and slavery from
Madeira to Jamaica—that crosshatches the manifest narrative of
Jane Eyre, in which empire is banished with the (psychologically
assisted) suicide of Bertha Mason. After this death, the novel
seems to reestablish domesticity both in a habitational and in
a national sense. I argue for a return of the imperial repressed
in the violence that inheres in the old mahogany furniture that
would otherwise seem (if it seemed at all) perfectly at home.

This process does not tend toward a “reading” of the novel
in any traditional sense. Instead, it seeks what Pierre Macherey
has described as a moment of “splitting” within the novel, the
point at which we can catch sight of the “division which is its
unconscious, in so far as it possesses one.” This divided uncon-
scious allows us to glimpse “the play of history beyond its edges,
encroaching on those edges.” This splitting, this less-than-fully
narrated appearance of history makes it possible “to trace the
path which leads from the haunted work to that which haunts
it.”7 It is along this path that allegories eventually develop in The
Ideas in Things: as Benjamin reminds us, “in every collector hides
an allegorist, and in every allegorist a collector” (211). But these
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4 Introduction

allegories develop only after a busy sojourn with the collector’s
method, in which metaphors and allegories are constructed later
rather than sooner. In other words, I do eventually develop inter-
pretive allegories in which I follow the narrative logic of the novel
more closely than I do in the strong metonymic readings with
which I begin, but I delay such readings until I have acquired
the knowledge of the collector. So I begin with objects rather
than with subjects and plots and stay with them a bit longer than
novelistic interpretation generally allows.

The mid-Victorian novel is a particularly rich site for tracing
the fugitive meanings of apparently nonsymbolic objects. Al-
though I don’t think the technology exists by which one could
prove, or even begin to argue, that there are actually more ob-
jects in Victorian fiction than in the fiction that precedes it,
Cynthia Wall has argued that there is a qualitative change—in
general—in the representation of objects between the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries: there is more description of things
as the nineteenth century gets going, and minute description
becomes more respectable. Over the course of the eighteenth
century an “old, deep suspicion of description as something that
got in the way of narrative” gave way “to accommodate and then
absorb the ornamental into the contextual.” In the nineteenth
century, “what Barthes calls the ‘world of goods’ got used to
itself ” and things began “to demand visibility.”8 The increasing
respectability of increasingly detailed description makes for the
emblematic hodgepodge of the Victorian novel. But even with
an expanded descriptive apparatus, the novel cannot organize the
prolific output of actual nineteenth-century goods: they could not
be adequately (realistically) represented and assigned to reliable
symbolic places.

Thus realism, or more precisely, realism as it manifests itself
in the mid-Victorian novels I study here. Because of its very lack
of a tight symbolic system, the mid-Victorian novel would seem
to offer a rich site for defetishizing the commodities that threaten
to burst out of its covers. But defetishizing is an impossible
activity if we believe anything at all about the wiles of commodity
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Reading Things 5

fetishism.9 “Unwinding the fetish,” Michael Taussig writes, “is
not yet given on the horizon of human possibility.”10 He is one of
a number of recent writers who have reconceived of fetishism—a
fetishism of things—as a means of understanding the objects,
and the social relations, that commodification makes us forget.11

One of the great paradoxes of the mid-Victorian novel is the
extent to which it offers us a welter of commodities in its content
but cannot regularly cope with commodifying those objects at
the level of form; the novel “lets” us, in other words, read them
as things.

Nonetheless, I will avoid describing what I do here as ei-
ther fetishizing or defetishizing novelistic objects. Rather, the
method of reading things in this book is better described as in-
volving, initially, a moment of taking them literally, followed
by a lengthy metonymic search beyond the covers of the text.
In that search, I use the research methods Benjamin’s collector
might use if that collector were a scholar of Victorian fiction.
Taking fictional things literally is admittedly a kind of feint, a
temporary and artful dodging of the mediating dictates of liter-
ary representation: it allows me to avoid the routinized literary
figuration that precludes the interpretation of most of the things
of realism. It involves bearing in mind that the “literal is, in most
contexts, metaphorical,”12 so that the idea that things might be
taken literally suggests a longing or an aspiration rather than a
method.

The metonymic research that follows this literalizing moment
does of course rely on mediations, those of historians of textiles
and tobacco, of forestry and furniture. And my choice of objects
is influenced by structures of thought and feeling that derive
from a line of critical thinking that could be traced from Marxist
cultural studies, the study of culture and imperialism, postcolonial
theory, and studies of power and subjectivity from Frantz Fanon
and Sigmund Freud to Michel Foucault and Judith Butler. The
result is the method of the first three chapters of this book: one in
which the historically and theoretically overdetermined material
characteristics of objects are sought out beyond the immediate
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6 Introduction

context in which they appear. These objects are then returned to
their novelistic homes, so that can inhabit them with a radiance
or resonance of meaning they have not possessed or have not
legitimately possessed in previous literary-critical reading.

In the fourth chapter, I read the narrator of Middlemarch as an
early teacher of the kind of literary interpretation that has long
prevented or forestalled the kind of strong metonymic reading I
perform in the preceding chapters. I argue that George Eliot, as
a self-conscious producer of the novel as a particularly “literary”
genre, begins to restrict and assign meaning to fictional objects,
tying off the metonymic loose ends that the baggier novels of
the earlier Victorian period had left—however unwittingly and
unwillingly—dangling. The Middlemarch narrator actively dis-
suades readers from making meanings on their own: Dorothea’s
“plain dress,” mentioned in the first paragraph of the novel, is
explicated exhaustively by the narrator for several pages, insuring
that readers attach exactly the right historical, sectarian, and eco-
nomic associations to this style of clothing. Structures of meaning
making build up in such hermeneutic displays: this is the readerly
text in the process of becoming a writerly one, that is to say, this
is a text that teaches readers how to rightly “write” that which is
unwritten in literary language.

The modernist text may ask us to do a lot of work, to “write”
the parts of it that are left unwritten, but we don’t write them just
as we please. Rather, we write them according to an internalized
grammar of meaning that we have learned (as individuals, as
a culture) from literary novels and from literary criticism. The
readerly text seems to ask much less of us because it makes so
many connections for us, but in so doing it leaves many more
connections to be made, simply because it must leave things
symbolically unattended. In my account of it, the readerly text is
a structure in which a reader can be writerly with objects.

The figural structure of realism has been described as allow-
ing at once for the expression—and camouflage—of desire. Jean
Laplanche and Serge Leclaire describe metonymy, because of
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Reading Things 7

“its inexhaustible power of displacement . . . [as] made precisely
to mark and mask the gap through which desire originates and
into which it perpetually plunges.”13 As if to mark almost per-
fectly the gap between the French and Anglo-American analysis
of metonymy in particular and realism in general, a gap that con-
cerns the issue of the gap, Garrett Stewart observes that “literary
reading serves desire in the world of form. Realist literary reading
serves desire in the form of a world.”14 But the desire served by
realism requires a world whose form is a relatively loose sym-
bolic structure, one into which readers can enter and intervene
with more ease than later, tighter symbolic structures will al-
low. And this “ease” of intervention describes the gap or gaps
evoked by Laplanche and Leclaire: the places, the openings that
metonymy marks and masks, where desire emerges and dives to
its death, repeatedly—fortunately enough for nineteenth-century
publishing.

I use Middlemarch as an early example of the way in which the
“literary” novel works to refigure, and stabilize, our perception of
the symbolic ground of fiction. Reliability and reproducibility in
literary meaning making require the stability of metaphors rather
than the unpredictability of metonyms. So in the practice of liter-
ary novel reading—as it has been developed by the literary novel
itself and by its critics—metaphors, obviously the rarer figure in
prose fiction, provide the important armature of the symbolic
structure; metonyms, scattered everywhere, decorate that struc-
ture but do not determine it. Modernism and postmodernism,
structuralism and post-structuralism have of course vastly com-
plicated our ideas about reading; nonetheless, what has by now
become a largely middlebrow practice of reading—that is to say,
a kind of reflexive, thematic reading that derives from picking out
metaphors—still sticks to most of the objects of realist fiction.15

This is a symptom of their commodification. In the coda of this
book, I will argue that mid-Victorians, and the objects in their
novels, were not fully in the grip of the kind of fetishism Marx
and Marxists have ascribed to industrial culture. The abstraction
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8 Introduction

of the commodity into a money value, the spectacularization of
the consumer good, the alienation of things from their human
and geographical origins—these were not the only ways of imag-
ining the things of that crowded world. A host of ideas resided in
Victorian things: abstraction, alienation, and spectacularization
had to compete for space with other kinds of object relations—
ones that we have perhaps yet to appreciate. Commodity culture
happened slowly: it was preceded by, I will argue, and was for a
long time survived by what I call Victorian “thing culture”: a more
extravagant form of object relations than ours, one in which sys-
tems of value were not quarantined from one another and ideas
of interest and meaning were perhaps far less restricted than they
are for us. Thing culture survives now in those marginal or de-
based cultural forms and practices in which apparently mundane
or meaningless objects can suddenly take on or be assigned value
and meaning: the flea market, the detective story, the lottery, the
romantic comedy—in short, in any cultural site in which a found
object can be convincingly stripped of randomness.

Victorian thing culture makes this book possible. It has left
for us a rich archive of stories about things. The kind of works to
which I refer—a literature of industrial production, for example,
and a connected trove of texts that details the material spoils
of empire—has become noticeably obscure given the success of
the system it celebrates.16 These works tell stories that literary
theory, even in its Marxist, historicist, and postcolonial varieties,
has not been wont to tell because they concern objects that we
do not usually interpret. The Ideas in Things tells some of the
stories about things that this archive offers us; it also considers
the ways in which our reading of the things of the Victorian
novel has been conditioned by a complex set of dictates that
come to us from literary fiction, its criticism, and twentieth- and
twenty-first century commodity culture, the combined forces of
which have policed the meaning of things such that much of
the archive of thing culture and thing culture itself have become
nearly invisible.
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Reading Things 9

I. The Lasting Effects of the Reality Effect

In his pervasively influential definition of the “reality effect,”
Roland Barthes argues that many objects lie around in the realist
novel to signify a generic real rather than to suggest something
particular about it.17 He suggests that we must understand the
significance of “insignificant notation” (which can be determined
only in the context of the entire work) as forming the “referen-
tial illusion” of modern realism (147–48). “Insignificant notation”
gestures toward the real generically, and like the real it seems
to produce, it does not mean—it can only be. Barthes’s elegant
formulation of a function for so much apparently nonsymbolic
stuff allows us to think more clearly about the novel as a ratio that
must maintain a convincing equilibrium between the realistic and
the allegorical.

The idea of the reality effect is a terrific help to us when we
are faced with the task of “interpreting” something the size of
the Victorian novel: reality effects provide a low-maintenance
balance for the meaningful stuff in the novel, ensuring that we
can interpret realism adequately and protect it and ourselves
from being overwhelmed by allegorical surfeit. It also limits the
work of interpretation—only some parts of these long texts really
require exegesis of any kind. In the apt description of Leah Price,
“learning to read means, among other things, learning when not
to. The sheer bulk of many Victorian genres (both fictional and
non) requires their consumers to skip and to skim, to tune in and
zone out.”18

Gérard Genette elaborates some of the interpretive implica-
tions of the reality effect: “[T]he narrator, abdicating his function
of choosing and directing the narrative, allows himself to be gov-
erned by ‘reality,’ by the presence of what is there and what
demands to be ‘shown.’”19 A complicated exchange between nar-
rative agency and the anomie of the real must take place for
realist fiction to feel real and at the same time for it to mean
something that reality by itself cannot. But the most significant
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10 Introduction

point is that both Barthes and Genette make much of how little
we must make of such effects: the presence of reality in realism is
oddly useless, except as a kind of scenery. In the paradigm of un-
interpretability codified and formalized by Barthes, many if not
most of the things of realism are nonsymbolic; they are—and this
is a significant, but not, I will argue, a necessary opposition—
literal and therefore nonliterary. We can brush by all kinds of
things in novels, dismissing them with a brief and paradoxical
acknowledgement: oh yes, the real, the literal, never mind.

The process whereby objects become metaphors, and there-
fore potentially meaningful, is a “transaction between contexts,”
Paul Ricoeur has written.20 The referential illusion of the novel
must perform an exchange with the allegorical component of the
text: meaning is paid for with material, with things, that would
otherwise simply signify the real. Some objects, in other words,
are removed from the work of producing the text’s referential illu-
sion and are promoted to metaphors. But this promotion involves
loss (or further loss): an object in a novel, in order for it to have
meaning, cannot be itself, even in a two-dimensional, scenery-
producing kind of way; it is wrenched away from that possibility
by the metaphorical relation itself: “[M]etaphor is an affair be-
tween a predicate with a past and an object that yields while
protesting,” Nelson Goodman has written.21 The predicate—
or label—receives narration (it has a past): the object is allowed
no history of its own.22 Objects become metaphorical (and mean-
ingful) through a loss of many of their specific qualities. They
retain only those that illuminate something about the predicate
to which they must yield.

In literary criticism, with a few notable exceptions on which
this work depends,23 even the use value of most novelistic objects
has largely been an abstraction: things are reified as markers of a
real in which they can participate only generically. As exchange
values, they are indentured to a metaphorical relation in which
they must give up most of their own qualities in the service
of a symbolic relation. They must do the “metaphysical caper-
ing” Marx ascribed to the commodity fetish—in the service of
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Reading Things 11

producing the effect of reality, or in service to a meaning that
belongs to something, or, more precisely, someone else. The ob-
ject as reality effect loses its potential as a material thing outside
the conventions of representation; the object as metaphor loses
most of its qualities in its symbolic servitude.

Metonymy is the trope that might provide a way out of this
impasse, but its potential power has long been neglected. In a
prescient formulation, Roman Jakobson noted that literary crit-
ics, like some aphasics, suffer from a disorder in which the “actual
bipolarity [of poetical tropes] has been artificially replaced . . . by
an amputated unipolar scheme which, strikingly enough, coin-
cides with one of the two aphasic patterns, namely with the con-
tiguity disorder” (114). Indeed, Barthes’s essay on the reality effect
begins with a dismissal of a hypothetical, weak metonymic read-
ing in which he asks if Madame Aubain’s barometer in Flaubert’s
tale, “A Simple Heart,” could be read as “constitut[ing] some
index of character or atmosphere.”24 The problem with the kind
of typically constricted metonymic reading Barthes rightly dis-
misses is precisely that it does not allow for causal, material,
and conceptual connections beyond the covers of the text, or
outside the frame of the narrative—such are the basic rules of
literary reading. But a literal approach to the literary thing—an
approach that breaches, temporarily, the narrative frame and the
symbolic system of the novel—would assume that the barometer
might be an index of something culturally significant both within
the novel and outside it, especially given that the barometer does
literally provide an index.25

In The Material Unconscious, Bill Brown gives us a glimpse
of what such strong metonymic reading might produce. He
describes briefly the fortunes of this instrument in the nineteenth
century and concludes by suggesting a large and evocative mean-
ing for it in the Aubain parlor, in the ambient culture in which
the story was written, and in our critical reading of it. In measur-
ing atmospheric pressure, the barometer has a “generic capacity
to materialize . . . an absent presence.”26 The barometer, like the
novelist, conjures up, in symbolic measurement, an otherwise
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12 Introduction

unknowable or illegible aspect of the world for us. We can then
know, since we do not feel, the weight of the atmospheric pres-
sure bearing down on us, so insensibly and consequentially.

II. Metonymy: Convention and Contingency

The method of the first three chapters of this book takes its cue
from Bill Brown’s reading of the barometer: it involves taking
a novelistic thing materially or literally and then following it
beyond the covers of the text through a mode of research that
proceeds according to the many dictates of a strong form of
metonymic reading. The strong, literalizing, or materializing,
metonymic reading performed here has little in common with
the weak metonymic readings I have mentioned earlier.27 In those
readings, the object (as in metaphor) is indentured to the subject:
a character’s possessions, for example, if they are mentioned with
a certain degree of emphasis, are meant to tell us something
about that character and not about themselves or their own social
lives.28 In the metonymic readings I perform in the first three
chapters of this book, the object is investigated in terms of its
own properties and history and then refigured alongside and
athwart the novel’s manifest or dominant narrative—the one
that concerns its subjects.

Metonymy is, rhetorically, both too weak and too strong: it
tends toward the conventional, the obvious, the literal, the ma-
terial—it often conjures up the real so successfully that its status
as a trope seems to disappear. In a rare article devoted wholly to
this figure, Hugh Bredin explains its lowly status: “[M]etonymy
neither states nor implies the connection between the objects in-
volved in it. For this reason, it relies wholly upon those relations
between objects that are habitually and conventionally known and
accepted.”29 Metonymy is ham-fisted: it tells us what we already
know by habit and by convention; it is not expected to gener-
ate the kind of startling, knowledge-producing connections that
metaphor promises: it is not the figure in the carpet, but the one
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Reading Things 13

in the curtains, the sofa cushions, on the soup tureen—in the
things of realism whose essences seem representationally stable.

But the idea that a figure is regulated and restrained by habit
and convention actually suggests a radical instability in its effect
on literary form and meaning. Metonymy tends to be read ac-
cording to habit—that is, according to a frame of reference that
goes beyond or lies outside the symbolic structures of the novel—
and its meanings are therefore often sought or recuperated in the
social structures outside the novel, but inside the social world in
which it is read. So the seemingly mundane issue of habit is actu-
ally fraught with contingency: Whose habits? When and where?
Provoked by what knowledge, memories, unconscious conflicts,
political exigencies, emotional upheavals, economic vicissitudes,
or religious pressures? What any two readers “get” in the pri-
mary reading process will vary enormously; the possibilities in
the secondary process of making meaning thereby expand expo-
nentially and chaotically. Metonymy is both routine and random,
an invitation to cliché that comes packaged with the threat of
contingency. Or perhaps, as I will discuss, metonymy arrives with
the threat of a disavowed historical narrative, one whose return
may be its only truly contingent aspect.

The neglect of metonymy may be the result of a certain dis-
comfort with the potential vagrancy of this figure—its inability
to stop wandering and the unpredictability of the associations
that it may spark in the minds of readers. Jane Gallop, reading
in a Lacanian mode, figures metonymy as a feminine and there-
fore disruptive trope—a cagey and canny container of meaning
that is always liable to spill its contents inopportunely.30 Naomi
Schor argues that the detail is “threatening” in “its tendency to
subvert an internal hierarchic ordering of the work of art which
clearly subordinates the periphery to the center, the accessory to
the principal, the foreground to the background.” The detail is
for this reason characterized by Schor as having an affinity for
or an affiliation with the feminine, as well as the equally un-
ruly “effete and effeminate.”31 Lee Edelman has characterized
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14 Introduction

metonymy as the figure of queer desire, desire unbound and un-
classified: its possibilities are inevitably reined in by metaphor,
which halts “the arbitrary slippages characteristic of metonymy
into units of ‘meaning’ that register as identities or representa-
tional presences.”32 Metaphor defines and stabilizes; metonymy
keeps on going, in any and all directions. It threatens: to disrupt
categories, to open up too many possibilities, to expose things
hidden. It is this idea of metonymy that may paradoxically sug-
gest some of its most powerful properties and allow us to use it
as a kind of descriptive and insouciant cultural shorthand.

The figure of metonymy is now perhaps more often deployed
by critics than interpreted by them. Alan Liu has described the
recent critical romance with the detail in “cultural criticism in
what may be called its high postmodern forms.”33 “To read at any
length in cultural criticism is often precisely to read at length—an
effect consisting not so much in the actual number of pages as in
the wet-cement quality of the reading experience. Cultural criti-
cism dilates discourse through interpolated arrays of particulars,
a sort of blason of the mundane or what Rorty (inspired by a
Philip Larkin poem) calls ‘lading lists’ of the world” (84; empha-
sis in the original). Lists of details become a kind of paradoxically
dilatory shorthand for big cultural formations. These details are
often left for readers as undecoded metonyms of a larger order
that cultural criticisms of various kinds shy away from describing
in any totalizing or generalizing way.34 Liu argues that the list of
details ends up as a “gesture of incompletion” (80).

Metonymy is the figure of arrested development, “thick de-
scription,” the readable, the readerly. It embarrasses interpreta-
tion because of its apparent contingency, its seeming inability to
provide a unitary or singular meaning, or a kind of critical “truth”
(or the appearance thereof). It is the nightmarish opposite of the
interpretive dead end: an interpretive open end of dizzying po-
tential, metonymy has understandably been read, when read at
all, weakly.

Paul de Man describes the way that Proust, in Du côté de chez
Swann, tries to pass off metonymies as metaphors, in an effort to
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Reading Things 15

guarantee the truth, both of Marcel’s experience and of Proust’s
text. Marcel claims to find the very essence of summer in “the
‘chamber music’ of flies”: this sound is connected to summer in
the “necessary link” de Man describes as the most salient tradi-
tional rhetorical and epistemological feature of metaphor.35 “In
a passage which abounds in successful and seductive metaphors
and which, moreover, explicitly asserts the superior efficacy of
metaphor over that of metonymy, persuasion is achieved by a
figural play in which contingent figures of chance masquerade
as figures of necessity” (67). Proust’s (or more rightly, Marcel’s)
claim to have mastered a metaphor of summer is, in de Man’s
reading, an effort to establish mastery not only over summer,
but also over the world outside his bedroom. Marcel is loath
to leave the confines of his room, and therefore he must prove
that he does not need to leave in order to know and represent the
essence of summer, and by extension, the world outside, the “real”
world. In the “chamber music of flies” Proust finds the perfect
metaphor of summer: summer is this music. In de Man’s mas-
terful deconstruction of Proust’s attempt at a rhetorical mastery
of the reality of summer, he shows that the chamber music of the
flies is not a metaphor as Proust would have it but rather a synec-
doche of summer:36 “a contingent figure . . . of chance.” Once
something has been shown to be in the camp of metonymy, and
therefore in the realm of the contingent—according to conven-
tional definitions—it can claim no positive, essential, or necessary
meaning.

This deconstructive demotion from metaphor to metonymy
creates a triumphant figural ruin in the midst of Proust’s gorgeous
rhetorical landscape, a little wreck of meaning. And it also, in the
apparent finality of its demolition of metaphorical connection,
reifies the truism about metaphor and metonymy and their rela-
tive strength and weakness. But that truism, as I have suggested,
may veil a more troubling tropic tendency. The connections I am
able make in the first three chapters of this book are not, strictly
speaking, contingent: mahogany, calico, and tobacco have left
a trail of traces and effects that link them necessarily to the
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16 Introduction

historical situations of the novels in which they appear.37 You
could say that the connections I make are historically necessary
and culturally contingent. They depend on the continued exis-
tence and availability of certain documents; they depend on my
location (literally) and access to libraries and collections; they
depend on my own education, memories, political affiliations,
and so on. The contingency of metonymic relations may more
properly rest, in many cases, on our ability and our willingness
to recuperate historical necessity. Metonymy’s apparently sub-
versive ability to disrupt meaning, to be endlessly vagrant and
open ended, may be attended by an equally subversive ability to
recuperate historical links that are anything but random.

For now, the most important contingency is that the lowly
rhetorical stature of metonymy and the critical restrictions placed
on the reading of this figure in the novel have attenuated its
possible force; they have blocked the connecting of extratextual
historical dots.38 In a telling example of this, J. Hillis Miller, one
of the Victorian novel’s most exacting and illuminating readers,
explains why certain household items in an episode of Sketches
by Boz should not be interpreted. He notes that a pewter pot
and a beer-chiller don’t “start into life.” Indeed, Boz himself
confesses to a metonymical failure: “[W]e,” he admits, are not
in a “romantic humour; and although we tried very hard to
invest the furniture with vitality, it remained perfectly unmoved,
obstinate, and sullen.” Miller concludes that “[t]he pewter pot
and the little beer-chiller are characteristic examples of utensils
which in other Sketches are read as metonymic signs of the life
which has been lived in their vicinity. In their failure to start into
life there is a revelation of the fact that the vitality of such objects
does not belong in reality to them. Boz invests it in them, and
it is invested according to patterns of interpretation taken from
traditional literary forms.”39 But if the force of history replaces
or punctures “traditional literary form,” objects may “start into”
a life of their own, as it were, evincing a vitality that the novel
cannot wholly contain within its system of figuration (especially
a baggy pseudo-non-novel like Sketches). The history of pewter
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Reading Things 17

in the nineteenth century—its place in early metal recycling, for
example—might render the pewter pot in Sketches resonant: in
early recycling, pewter pots were transformed and transubstanti-
ated into plates and mugs and pitchers on a regular basis, lending
them a particularly mercurial (if you will) identity, an ephemeral
solidity not unlike the momentary realness that we experience
when we read and “see” literary objects themselves.40 A strong,
literalizing metonymy can “start” fictional objects into historical
life and historicize our fictions against the grain of the kinds
of allegorical meaning we already know how to find, read, and
create.

III. Evidence

Dickens, one of the master metonymists of all time, seems to
betray an anxiety about the potential semiotic waywardness of
this trope in the very fact of his overproduction of it. It is as
if he would supply us with all possible contiguous associations,
leaving no empty signifying space behind for readers to fill in with
their own associations. In the description of Barthes, such manic
connecting is emblematic of the readerly text: “To end, to fill, to
join, to unify—one might say that this is the basic requirement
of the readerly, as though it were prey to some obsessive fear:
that of omitting a connection.”41 But of course every connection
creates many more than can be filled or joined; metonymy sparks
contiguities from every millimeter of a word’s surface; it cannot
end or be ended.

But such connections continue to hold out the promise of
semiotic and psychic fulfillment, and the object relations on the
page are often quickly analogized by Dickens to the ones “inside”
characters. In the second paragraph of Great Expectations, we find
Pip trying to interpret a set of desperately unreaderly texts—the
epitaphs on the gravestones of his dead family. He wishes that
their skimpy lines could supply him with even the slightest raw
material for the connections he has never had a chance to make.
Pip attempts to sketch for himself a portrait of his parents and
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18 Introduction

brothers according to the “evidence” provided by the writing on
their gravestones:

As I never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any like-
ness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of
photographs), my first fancies regarding what they were like, were
unreasonably derived from their tombstones. The shape of the let-
ters on my father’s gave me an odd idea that he was a square, stout,
dark man, with curly black hair. From the character and turn of the
inscription, “Also Georgiana Wife of the Above,” I drew a childish con-
clusion that my mother was freckled and sickly. To five little stone
lozenges, each about a foot and a half long, which were arranged
in a neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the memory of
five little brothers of mine . . . I am indebted for a belief I religiously
entertained that they had all been born on their backs with their
hands in their trouserspockets.42

Pip reads “unreasonably.” And initially it would seem that he
reads unreasonably for lack of reading material; that is to say,
he doesn’t have enough evidence to know what he should inter-
pret and what he should simply take at face value—a particularly
poignant quandary in this case. Yet Pip’s reading bears an unset-
tling resemblance to that of the reader of the realist novel, who
must also decide on meaning and relevance on an item-by-item
basis. The correct procedure for reading things would seem to
be less difficult for the novel reader, since the object world that
reader confronts is so fertile, so full, so connected. And yet it
remains difficult, or indeed becomes more difficult, in the richly
developed world of the novel, to discern which things are really
important and which are “merely” description—we are not sure
when we have arrived at the textual moments when, as Leah
Price puts it, we can zone out.

We would of course impoverish our reading if we were to take
too many breaks in attention or take too much skeptical dis-
tance from the possible “evidence” the novel provides. The cruel
tickler of Pip’s sister, the rotting bride cake of Miss Havisham,
the scented hand soap of Mr. Jaggers—unlike the font on the
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Reading Things 19

tombstones of Pip’s parents, these bits of evidence have much
to tell us about their subjects.43 “Take nothing on looks; take
everything on evidence,” Jaggers advises Pip. But as readers of
the novel, we have to take everything “on looks,” and then decide
what can count as evidence. The apparent opposition Jaggers in-
vokes between the superficial (what we see) and the deep (what
can count as evidence) describes instead a disorienting sequence in
the process of reading realism, and one in which the reader must
decide, many times per page, on the possible weight of meaning
an object might be able—or be intended—to support. If the wal-
let stuffed with cash that Magwitch pulls out of one pocket is an
important metonym (i.e., it suggests that he’s rich and therefore
capable of making a gentleman of Pip), then what of the Negro
head tobacco he takes from another pocket? On what basis can
we choose to interpret the contents of one pocket but not that of
the other? And if we wish to make meaning out of this tobacco,
according to what interpretive itinerary can we do so?

What counts as evidence is always circumstantial. For us, “ev-
idence” is simply that which can be interpreted. The problem is
that we continually forget the extent to which history and con-
vention govern that category. Miguel Tamen has argued that
“bits and pieces of the same world” have friends—groups of peo-
ple who find this thing and that interpretable. Tea leaf readers, art
critics, legal theorists, meteorologists—each has an object or ob-
jects that seem to “speak” to them. Tamen argues that “there are
no interpretable objects or intentional objects, only what counts
as an interpretable object, or, better, groups of people for whom
certain objects count as interpretable and who, accordingly, deal
with certain objects in recognizable ways. Even if there appear
to be many, if not always so formally constituted, kinds of such
groups, I submit that what allows us to speak of the existence
of such societies is roughly the empirical resemblance between
what certain (other or the same) people do in relation to tea
leaves, cold fronts, novels, or statues.”44 Novelistic objects have
remained oddly friendless: unless they are readily metaphorical
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20 Introduction

or obviously (and therefore weakly) metonymical, we don’t un-
derstand them as interpretable. And paradoxically, but perhaps
inevitably, the way to start them into interpretive life is first of
all to take them up, that is to say, to take them literally.

Unlike fetishism, literalism has received no official rehabili-
tation.45 But I would venture to argue that many major critical
paradigm shifts of the last thirty years have depended on broach-
ing the literal, or on taking something literally that was tradition-
ally taken figurally, if it was “taken” at all. Consider the follow-
ing examples. In a historicist move that is now familiar but
was once impossible to perform, given the cloistering canons of
humanist or New Criticism, Mary Poovey took the problem of
governessing in Jane Eyre literally, rather than as a metaphor
for some larger condition of human bondage. As a result, she
could analyze the “ideological work of gender” performed by
that much-represented figure both in the novel and in its am-
bient culture.46 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick dared to take the name
Fanny Cleaver literally in her reading of anal eroticism in, or into,
Our Mutual Friend; the scandal of literal reading opens the text
to the perverse and productive practice that is queer reading.47

Edward W. Said, in connecting Mansfield Park and Mansfield
Park to sugar and slavery in eighteenth-century Antigua, ask-
ed us to consider the literal global economic domination that
forms the disavowed fulcrum of a deeply troubled but at least
apparently homogenous English domesticity.48 Paul Gilroy has
reimagined Hegel’s metaphorical master-slave dialectic literally
through an interrogation of Hegel’s attitude toward actual
slavery; in so doing, he insists that we reconsider the repressed
but constitutive contributions of slavery and of the Black At-
lantic to modernity and postmodernity. Indeed, he sees his own
work as “complementing and extending the work of feminist
philosophers who have opposed the figuration of woman as a
sign for the repressed or irrational other of rationality identified
as male.”49 Literal women as opposed to female figures, literal
slaves as opposed to metaphorical bondsmen—each of these
interpretations violates the decorous reading practices that have
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Reading Things 21

often rendered the study of literature (and philosophy) a form of
moral and political hygiene. And each of these interpretations ex-
pands the possibilities for making legitimate interpretations out
of the vagrant processes of what might be called the metonymic
imagination.

IV. The Metonymic Imagination

The metonymic imagination is marginalized to different degrees
by different literary-critical practices, but it is never extinguished:
it might be described as the cognitive motor of the reading pro-
cess. “[M]etonymic force,” Jacques Derrida writes in his eulogy
for Barthes, “allows us to read. . . . It lets us think that which it
nonetheless never forces open, never shows or hides.” Metonymic
force is fleeting, fugitive, and yet compelling in its effects, it “di-
vides the referential trait, suspends the referent and leaves it to
be desired, while still maintaining the reference.”50 We “follow”
novelistic things out of novels; we wander along the contiguous
connections that are available to us given the states of our knowl-
edge, our unconsciouses, our memories, the archives that remain
and that remain available and valuable to us. We then bracket
most of these connections, if we have had even a year or two of lit-
erary study at the secondary school level, as illegitimate: many of
these constitute the “irrelevant associations and stock responses”
that I. A. Richards attempted to “reorganize” with the procedures
of Practical Criticism, and that criticism in general has continued
to try to rein in, sort, and hierarchize.51 Happily, various forms
of critical reorganization provoke new kinds of readerly wander-
ing: “To read is to find meanings, and to find meanings is to
name them; but these named meanings are swept toward other
names; names call to each other, reassemble, and their grouping
calls for further naming: I name, I unname, I rename: so the text
passes: it is a nomination in the course of becoming, a tireless
approximation, a metonymic labor.”52 This metonymic labor is
at once individual and collective; it depends on drawing from
stores of information that reside in individual subjects, but also
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22 Introduction

outside and around them. Giambattista Vico’s work on the ma-
terial basis of language describes how cultural knowledge may
be stored outside individual minds and thus beyond the bound-
aries of memory or the unconscious as they are usually conceived.
Robert Pogue Harrison adumbrates this “storage” process:

Certainly retention as Vico understands it is not reducible to mem-
ory. Memory’s diverse powers of recollection have their source in
human retention, no doubt, yet the retained is not necessarily re-
membered. . . . A society of individuals may in fact retain a host of
legacies without ever activating their potential. . . . The mind’s syn-
thetic activity extends well beyond our psychic life in its totality,
be it on the conscious or unconscious levels, if for no other rea-
son than the human mind is a self-externalizing phenomenon that
creates its places of retention outside of its psychic interiorities. . . .
Our institutions, laws, landscapes, cities, statues, scriptures, houses,
books, ideologies—these are among the many places in its secular
topography where the human mind stores both the past and future
of what it retains.53

To follow in a Viconian manner the meanings of blue and white
checked curtains in and around Mary Barton (a novel about
Manchester cotton mill workers), for example, may require that
we place these curtains in the context of certain institutions,
cities, and landscapes and that we try to find out about their
origin, their production, and their use in various houses, books,
and ideologies. To do so would allow us to find out what they
may once have meant and what they can now mean inside and
outside various moments of memory: the sources of knowledge
about calico that were available in nineteenth-century Britain
and the sources that are available now can be at least partially
cataloged.

Readers of Mary Barton in the early 1850s, for example, may
have had on their shelves not only a burgeoning collection of
three-decker novels, but also such works as History of the Cotton
Manufacture in Great Britain, by Edward Baines, Jr., or any
of a large number of other works chronicling the progress of
British textile industries.54 Such readers might also have been to
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Reading Things 23

figure 1. The machinery department of the Crystal Palace. From Illustrated
London News, 23 August 1857.

the Crystal Palace exhibition and watched spinning jennies and
power looms in action at various displays of industrial machin-
ery (fig. 1). These same hypothetical Victorians might also have
been readers of various histories of Caribbean slavery and have
known that checked cottons were a particularly important object
of barter between British and West African slave traders.55 Read-
ers in the 1860s might have been aware of two kinds of famine
that could be evoked by this originally Indian fabric:56 the “cotton
famine” in Lancashire caused by the cessation of cotton imports
from the United States during the Civil War and the famines in
India, cotton famines of a different kind, caused in part by the
East India Company’s importation of cheap Manchester textiles
that put local weavers catastrophically out of business, and made
them more dependent than ever on an overstressed agricultural
system.57

Cultural knowledge is stored in a variety of institutional forms;
importantly for my argument, it is also stored at the level of the
word. Vico’s theory of cultural knowledge is grounded in lan-
guage, and his idea of language is grounded in material practices:
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24 Introduction

for Vico, “literal” meaning is a cultural achievement predicated
on a linguistic history that begins with hieroglyphs, advances
to metaphor, and then finally escapes the confines of material
origins to reach a level of greater transparency and abstrac-
tion. But at this paradoxically advanced level—the level of the
literal—there remain many leftovers of the material and figural
origins of words. Vico reads “literal” meaning in a materialist
way: the custom of putting a golden globe into the hands of a
monarch during coronation derives from the practice of using
golden globes of grain as a “hieroglyph of the heroes’ ownership
of their lands.”58 This hieroglyph has become literalized so that
the details of its material origin were lost to most readers of
Vico’s historical moment, and retrieved only by Vico’s painstak-
ing recuperation of the meanings of gold and grain in the ancient
world. Mark Lilla describes Vico’s awareness of the problems
posed by anachronism for symbolizing processes: “The histori-
cal sciences face an altogether different obstacle [from the one
faced by the natural sciences] to scienza: not the gulf between
the human and divine, but that between two minds separated in
time and space. Anachronism is a product of man’s fall and the
corruption of his faculties, a chasm that opens between two hu-
man beings who live at different stages.”59 This gulf of time and
space is one of the difficulties that attend the practice of strong
metonymic reading: although things, and a host of ideas associ-
ated with them, may be stored in words, they are obviously not
readily recognizable to all readers, especially across “chasms” of
time and space. What did Victorian readers—who were reading
in the periodical press about the “extinction” of indigenous peo-
ples throughout the British Empire—make of the Negro head
tobacco that Magwitch smokes when he returns from Australia
to see the gentleman he has made of Pip? What can we make
of it now? The problem of temporal displacement is double: it
is difficult but partly possible to recover the meanings that such
objects may have evoked in the original readers of the text, and
difficult to justify the making of our own. Part of the theory of the
retention of knowledge as it applies to reading things must take
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Reading Things 25

account of anachronism, and consider it not only as one of the
great sources of metonymic instability, richness, and possibility,
but also as a source of great and on-going loss.

Memory governs, haphazardly and unreliably, both what
knowledge is in actual circulation at a given moment, and what
knowledge will be searched for and possibly retrieved from that
mass of information that is retained by a culture but not always
actively remembered or valued. The antiquarian Walter John-
son, in his remarkable book Folk-Memory (1908), describes the
vicissitudes of collective memory, and the extent to which such
vicissitudes were an object of study in the Victorian period it-
self: “By folk-memory we mean the conscious or unconscious
remembrance, by a people collectively, of ideas connected with
the retention of rites and superstitions, habits, and occupations.
Such memory may be clear and sound, the outcome of an unbro-
ken succession of impressions; it may be dim and fugitive, almost
to the point of extinction; it may be distorted and misleading; it
may, by occasion, represent but the recovery of a clue which has,
at an earlier period, apparently been quite lost.”60 In a process not
unlike that of Vico’s reading of the golden globe, Johnson posits
unbroken but largely unconscious lines of memory that inhere in
words: he describes “the currier who speaks of his smoothing-
iron as a ‘stone’ or ‘sleeker’ [who] knows not that his tool is the
direct descendant of a prehistoric smoothing stone. The names
are mere literary petrifications” (18). These “mere literary petri-
fications” mean that words suspend things, and their stories, in
representations that seem to be largely about something else, and
thus preserve them for our later inspection, allowing us to work
backwards to get glimpses, what Benjamin would call “flashes,”
of the past that they inhabited without us.

V. Social Hieroglyphics

In Vico’s theory of language, the first form of writing for Chris-
tians, as for the Egyptians and Chinese, was hieroglyphics. The
words and tropes that developed from pictographic symbols are
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26 Introduction

always rooted in the material practices that generated them, even
if those practices are forgotten. In Marx’s theory of exchange,
the commodity fetish is a social hieroglyphic: we know that we
create in commodities things that require investigation and in-
terpretation, and yet those processes are blocked by commodity
fetishism—the state of consciousness in which things are ab-
stracted by a money value that is at once naturalized and obviously
symbolic: “[W]henever, by an exchange, we equate as values our
different products, by that very act, we also equate, as human
labour, the different kinds of labour expended upon them. We
are not aware of this, nevertheless we do it. Value, therefore,
does not stalk about with a label describing what it is. It is value,
rather, that converts every product into a social hieroglyphic.
Later on, we try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the
secret of our own social products; for to stamp an object of utility
as a value, is just as much a social product as language.”61 We
create or invest the commodity fetish with a symbolic value that
we know we do not understand, and we then seek to decode
it—“later on.” We wish to translate these social hieroglyphics
into our own language, although Marx notes that our own lan-
guage—like value, like commodities, and like hieroglyphics (both
Egyptian and metaphorical)—is also a social product. There is
no outside to which we can escape the elaborate constructions
of the social, yet these constructions somehow encourage us to
wish for knowledge of them, even though that knowledge will be
ultimately largely withheld from our enthusiastic, if inadequate,
investigations.

The word “hieroglyphic” itself requires complex translation:
it contains an archive of nineteenth-century knowledge. Hiero-
glyphics were a subject of lively interest and debate in the first half
of the century, the seedling of what became a long-lived craze,
Egyptomania. The debate about hieroglyphics and how to read
them begins with the accidental finding of the Rosetta Stone by
a French artillery officer digging entrenchments for Napoleon
in Egypt. The Rosetta Stone, as is well known, was inscribed in
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Reading Things 27

three languages: in hieroglyphics, in Greek, and in a demotic
language of Egypt—a kind of simplified hieroglyphics. This
made possible the first “scientific” translations of hieroglyphics,
initially undertaken by Jean-François Champollion, the founder
of modern Egyptology.

But the interesting thing about the debates surrounding hi-
eroglyphic translation is that for many, both before and after
the finding of the Rosetta Stone, hieroglyphics promised a kind
of immediacy of reference and therefore of representation. In
American Hieroglyphics, John T. Irwin notes that in pictographic
writing “the physical shape of the sign is taken directly from—
indeed, is like the shadow of—the physical shape of the object
that it stands for. . . . [T]he shape of a sign is in a sense a double
of the physical shape of the object it represents.”62 This is not
true of all hieroglyphics of course: Auguste Mariette-Bey, in The
Monuments of Upper Egypt (1877), describes how the translation of
the Rosetta Stone definitively proved that hieroglyphics are not
all pictographic. Nonetheless, the longing for a literal language
has meant that down to the present moment, tour guides in
Egypt must explain to visitors at the Pyramids that hieroglyphics
are not in fact solely pictographic. They are a mix of phonetic
or syllabic signs, literal signs, and figurative signs: a chessboard,
for instance, stands for the sound “men,” a lion stands for a lion,
a cubit for justice.63 In what Mariette-Bey calls this “singular
medley” (31) of linguistic signage, an analogy arises between the
layers of hieroglyphic representation and the interlocking opera-
tions of collective knowledge, conscious memory and the uncon-
scious: some kinds of knowledge may be retained and represented
literally, some symbolically, some fetishistically, and some not
at all.

What knowledge can the specifically “social” hieroglyphic re-
tain? Value is secreted in commodities, filling them with mean-
ings that are both literal and figurative. We might say that the
commodity is both a material object and a trope: it is literal as
a lion is a lion, and figurative as a cubit stands for justice. The
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28 Introduction

commodity stands for something that is and is not immediately
clear to its beholders, but the extraordinary thing is that we have
imagined commodities such that they are somehow capable of
letting us know that we have turned them into figures: we need
to literalize them in order to re-figure them, that is we need to
re-materialize them in order to understand their value differ-
ently, less abstractly. We stand in relation to our commodities
as early Egyptologists stood in relation to hieroglyphics. And
our relationship to the things of realism is similar: we take them
figurally, but then wonder about them literally, “later on,” in the
peripheries of readerly awareness. Hieroglyphics, commodities,
fictional objects: all of these fetish-like forms have to be taken
both literally and figurally; if we stay with only one pole of the
interpretive process we incur the kind of loss Marx describes
when he describes commodity fetishism.

The things of realism have been fetishized by an emphasis on
metaphorical reading: the kind that tends to slight the literal,
material qualities of things, and the large, historically enriched
figural possibilities these qualities might eventually generate, in
favor of their immediate, contextual, conventional figural possi-
bilities. And although this kind of very basic literary reading has
of course been supplanted many times over by waves of critical
and theoretical change, it has remained largely stuck in place
when it comes to the realist object. The Ideas in Things tries
to subvert or upend the literary reading—and not reading—of
the things of realism. But it does not pretend to engage in an
innocent project of reclamation. Fictional things have become
fetishes, and the fetish gives us back nothing as it was: it “de-
mystifies and falsifies at the same time. . . . [It] reveals its own
techniques of masquerade while putting into doubt any fixed
referent.”64 This shadowy nonrevelation reminds us of the extent
to which our need for resolution, even of a fictional kind, is at
once urgent, poignant, and impossible to meet: our historical in-
vestigations do not allow us to transcend historicity—we cannot
outsmart our own forms; indeed, we can scarcely read them. But
the fetish performs this great service: it “stays in touch with its
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original traumatic real and retains a potential access to its own
historical story.”65 That access will always be nearly impossible to
find and to navigate, and what it reveals or seems to reveal will be
difficult and risky to interpret, to write about, to attach properly
to the past we need to know and to forget. This book proposes
a method of reading the things of the novel that have remained,
interpretively speaking, at large. And it tries to explain why such
readings, which occur in the margins of everyone’s reading all the
time in abbreviated or fleeting form,66 have not been legitimated.

“Literal” and “literary” have their common origin in describing
letters, in literal letters: in their first usage, both adjectives referred
to the alphabet. This book tries to rejoin them after a long
and unfriendly separation. As yet unseen connections between
historical knowledge and fictional form are recorded in the letter
and letters of novelistic things: things that are at once material
and figural, fetishized and fugitive, here and gone.
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