CHAPTER TWO

Goods

and Surfaces
A

We are surrounded by emptiness, but it is an emptiness filled with signs.
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SKINNERS
OF THE VISIBLE WORLD

n 1859, amid a century marked by technological wonders, Oliver
Wendell Holmes published the first of three articles he would write
paying homage to what he understood to be the most remarkable
achievement of his time: photography. Photography, the prominent
New England man of letters rhapsodized, “has fixed the most fleeting
of our illusions,” and has permitted them, as never before, to endure
before our eyes. The momentary glance, the ineffable memory, the
detailed and textured surface, could now be lifted from its particular
place and time, separated from the powerful grasp of the material
environment, yet still remain real, visible, and permanent. For Holmes,
the process of photography had effected an earthshaking, previously
unimaginable “conquest over matter.” The photograph, he asserted,
was a “mirror with @ memory.”

This ability to capture and preserve the disembodied countenance
of things was, for Holmes, changing the physics of perception, inducing
a metamorphosis in the way people would see and understand the
world. Before photography, he explained, the features of a person, a
place, or an object were inalterably bound to their unique material

substance. True, paintings could fasten upon the effigies of the material
world, but they were, at best, costly and skillful depictions, time-con-
suming representations wrought by the careful hand of an artist. Now,
with the birth of photography, the physical environment could be
forced to yield its manifold appearances directly. Form could be sepa-
rated from matter. A new reality, shaped by the flourishing of demateri-
alized surfaces, could take hold.

For Holmes, photography signaled the beginning of a time when the
“image would become more important than the object itself, and would
in fact make the object disposable.” Holmes foresaw a time when sur-
faces would be routinely appropriated from any conceivable source,
and would then take on an autonomous, yet objective, life of their own.
“Form,” he proclaimed, “s henceforth divorced from matter. In fact,
matter as a visible object is of no great use any longer, except as the
mould on which form is shaped.” The cord between aspect and materi-
ality had been severed.

In his essays, Holmes delineated a world in which surfaces were
assuming “the effect of solidity,” and where the play of images within
the vaporous ether of perception was coming to signify an ever-more
potent and provocative arena of truth. Photography gave substance to
the idea that images could be the conclusive expression of reality on the
one hand, and exist autonomous of that reality on the other. Technically
reproduced surfaces were beginning to vie with lived experience in the
structuring of meaning. The image offered a representation of reality
more compelling than reality itself, and—perhaps—even threw the
very definition of reality into question.

Intrinsic to Holmes’s analysis was his prescient understanding that
the ability to reproduce the disembodied appearance of things por-
tended the coming of a vast and mobile market in images, such as the
world had never before seen. Freed from the encumbrances of matter,
the look of the visible world could now be easily, and inexpensively,
reproduced:

Matter in large masses must always be fixed and dear; form is cheap and
transportable. We have got the fruit of creation now, and need not trouble
ourselves with the core. Every conceivable object of Nature and Art will
soon scale off its surface for us. Men will hunt all curious, beautiful,
grand objects, as they hunt cattle in South America, for their skins and
leave the carcasses as of little worth,

With remarkable, if unwitting, clarity, Oliver Wendell Holmes had
laid out the contours by which the phenomenon of style operates in the
world today. Holmes was writing of photography, yet his perception
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that people would soon navigate the world, skin it of its visible images,
and market those images inexpensively to people, reflected a keen
understanding of what, in the twentieth century, would stand as a
palpable indicator of material progress. For people who, in another
epoch, would have been unable to afford it, the acquisition of style
represented a symbolic leap from the constraints of mere subsistence.

STYLE AND
SOCIAL MOBILITY

If the nineteenth century saw the flowering of style on a mass scale, the
seeds of the modern market in style were sown centuries before. The
rumblings of this development, soft at first, began to be heard in
Europe, in the late Middle Ages, as mercantile trade began to stir the
caldron of town life. After a period when cultural life had been domi-
nated by wealthy monastic estates, an increase in merchant activity,
and in highly skilled, urban handecrafts, transformed the once-marginal
towns into hubs of economic and cultural energy. Challenging the
rooted, feudal patterns of agrarian self-sufficiency, the towns became
vibrant arenas for an incipient, increasingly mobile money economy.
Crafts, previously controlled by the monasteries, now gravitated into
the towns, into the hands of free and relatively independent artisans.
Manufacture, formerly the domain of monastic power, was now begin-
ning to produce goods for sale to a growing market of landed and urban
customers.

As the exchange in goods became more and more common, and as
the financing of burgeoning production became necessary, merchant
enterprise flourished. Against the still imposing panorama of feudalism,
the beginnings of a market society were unfolding. Implicit in these
beginnings was the rise of a mobile form of wealth which challenged
the very social fabric of feudalism. Whereas the old order was predi-
cated on the notion of an eternally fixed system, the new town life
represented a society predicated on change: the growth of manufac-
tures, the expansion of markets, the circulation of wealth, progress.

Wealth and power under feudalism were depicted as God-given
rights of those that ruled; the emerging wealth of the towns was merely
a product of entrepreneurship. Merchants and artisans, who stood at
the heart of this new development, composed a population of mobile
individuals, navigating throughout society, operating beyond the mar-
gins of feudal custom.

Yet the power of feudal tradition still held sway within merchant life.
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Fueled by their desire for franchise and status, the merchant class
mimicked and appropriated consumption practices of the nobility.
Commerecial activity made luxurious items more readily available than
before and provided prosperous merchants the wherewithal to acquire
them. Although the merchants’ fortunes were a product of commercial
enterprise, their consumption patterns were designed to obtain the
imagistic trappings of landed heritage. The results of this tendency
characterized—to a large extent—the genesis of the bourgeois ideal of
style on into the nineteenth century. Conspicuous consumption, as
Thorstein Veblen would name it, was the mark of status. In 3 world
where nobility still ruled, the merchant class seized upon symbols of
excess which had customarily been prerogatives of landed elites.

Alongside the acquisition of land, other items entered the field of
bourgeois consumption. Elaborate clothing, a commonly understood
mark of power, was now available to a successful merchant. This caused
the nobility some consternation. Before the rise of merchant wealth,
the sartorial rights of nobility were assured by the fact that only they
could afford to acquire sumptuous garments. Painstaking and delicate
needlework was at their disposal. With the expansion of mercantile
wealth, however, the nobility began to erect legalistic means to protect
their privilege. From the 1300s on, the old feudal order began to estab-
lish “sumptuary laws,” specific guidelines governing the wearing of
apparel. Even within the detailed proscriptions of the law, however,
the rising prominence of the bourgeois was evident. A law adopted in
Augsburg, in 1530, for example, noted that “only princes, knights and
their ladies were permitted to wear brocade” and “velvet garments
were for patricians,” but the law also allowed members of the “upper
bourgeoisie” “three ellens of velvet to decorate their headdresses.”+

Aspiring merchants also fueled the development of a broader market
in art objects. Earlier in the Middle Ages, intricate crafts were the
product of a localized, “household” economy; artful objects, for the
most part, were produced for the pleasure and grandeur of landowners.
Beautiful illuminated manuscripts and ornamental handicrafts rarely
changed hands, except “in the form of occasional presents or in the
execution of direct commissions given to particular craftsmen.”s With
the expanding market in artisan crafts, however, art became a prestigi-
ous item to purchase. The trade in art objects began to grow; style was
becoming something one could acquire,

The emerging commerce in appearances is well illustrated by the pro-

liferation of “deluxe edition” manuscript books which came with the
rise of the commercial towns. Before this period, books were articles of
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