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1. ‘We are given the shadow for the thing, and in the end we live among shadows, and not only believe that things are made for the sake of
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1. English Oxford Living Dictionaries ‘Definition of object in English’ Available at: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/object [Accessed 01.10.17]
2. Carnielli, W., Marcos, J (2001) ‘Ex contradictione non sequitur quodlibet’ Available at: http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/summary?doi=10.1.1.107.70 [Ac-
cessed 10.10.17]

Object (n.)

Late Middle English: from 
Medieval Latin objectum ‘thing 
presented to the mind’, neuter 
past participle (used as a 
noun) of Latin obicere, from 
ob- ‘in the way of’ + jacere 
‘to throw’(1)

‘Principle of Explosion’ (Proper noun)  

(Latin: ex falso (sequitur) 
quodlibet (EFQ), “from 
falsehood, anything (follows)”, 
or ex contradictione 
(sequitur) quodlibet (ECQ), 
“from contradiction, anything 
(follows)”(2)



6

Introduction 

Bill Brown opens his book ‘Things’ (2004) with a quote 
by philosopher Michel Serres that states: ‘Le sujet nait de 
l’objet’(1), translated as ‘the subject arises from the object’. 

Brown’s ‘Thing Theory’ positions thingness at the threshold 
of the known and the unknowable, describing it as an ‘all-
at-onceness’, encompassing what is ‘excessive in objects’ 
beyond their materiality or utility and that which is concealed 
or yet to be named. He writes: ‘Temporalized as the before 
and after of the object, thingness amounts to a latency (the 
not yet formed or the not yet formable) and to an excess 
(what remains physically or metaphysically irreducible to 
objects).(2) 

This route of critical theory borrows from Martin Heidegger’s 
definition of objects and things, whereby an object manifests 
as a ‘thing’ when it no longer serves its common, habitual 
purpose. If an object malfunctions or is used other than 
as intended, it is suddenly presented to us in a new way. 
As Brown writes: ‘We begin to confront the thingness of 
objects when they stop working for us: when the drill breaks, 
when the car stalls, when the window gets filthy, when 
their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, 
consumption and exhibition, has been arrested, however 
momentarily’(3). Thus ‘thingness’ is less about the object than 
a culturally embedded subject-object interaction. 

This paper focuses a dummy hand grenade held in the archive 
of Stanley Kubrick at London College of Communication. 
The object was obtained as a prop during the making of 
Kubrick’s film ‘‘Full Metal Jacket’’(4) in the mid-1980s. 
The prop is approached and read as a paradox - an object 
without fixed meaning, at once abstruse and overt, with many 
circumstances informing its design and very existence. 

In talking about subjects and their relations to objects, 
philosopher Slavoj Žižek suggests that we can never fully 
capture an object’s reality, that it is ‘incomplete, ontological, 
fluid’(5). It is this fluidity, this range of tensions and 
contradictions present in an object that this research seeks 
to address. This text aims to alert the reader to the agency of 
graphic design (in its widest sense) in framing the narrative of 
the material. It looks at ways in which the unstable status of 
this object can be problematized through design research. 

The paper is structured into three distinct, but interrelated 
chapters. The first - ‘Objecthood and Aura’ begins with a 
reference to the basic (and not so basic) question: ‘What 
is this object?’. This question is unpacked in relation to the 
grenade’s formal qualities, its historical context, its status as 
a copy and its position within a university archive. The second, 
‘Disquieting Strangeness’, borrows its title from a chapter in 
‘Strange Design - From Objects to Behaviours’ 2016(6). This 
section considers our perception of an object, particularly 
when its function is transitional. And finally a third chapter 
‘The Photographed Object’ addresses Kubrick’s grenade 
as a construct, returning it’s to status as a prop. It discusses 
photography and painting as mediums through which to 
interpret a three dimensional object. 

1. Brown, B (2004) ‘Things’ Chicago: The University of Chicago Press 

2. Brown, B (2001) ‘Things’ Critical Inquiry Vol. 28, No. 1, Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press

3. Brown, B (2004) ‘A Sense of Things’ Chicago: University of Chicago Press

4. The title of the film itself makes reference to a small arms projectile: ‘A 
bullet with a metal casing which fully surrounds the lead or other core material’ 
English Oxford Living Dictionaries ‘Definition of full-metal-jacket in English’ 
Available at: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/full-metal-jacket 
[Accessed: 01.10.17]

5. Žižek, S (2015) ‘Slavoj Žižek -The Difference Between The Subject and The 
Object?’ Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C6I0BbjmFdE 
[Accessed: 01.10.17]

6. Dautrey, J and Quinz, E (2016) ‘Strange Design - From Objects to 
Behaviours’ Faucogney et la Mer: it: editions
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“The objectivity of the 
object cannot be compared 
to a constant entity. It is 
characterised by all manner of 
fractures and what it presents 
is this fragility, this 
instability and  contingency” (1)

1.Steinweg, M (2011) ‘What is an Object?’ ‘The Object - Documents of Contemporary Art’ London: Whitechapel Art Gallery
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1. Objecthood and Aura

O O O

In Martin Heidegger’s 1951 text The Thing’ he makes 
reference to Emmanuel Kant’s idea of ‘the thing in itself ’ 
which can be defined as ‘the object in itself ’ - the object 
existing without the human ego acting upon it. He writes: 
‘The “in-itself ” signifies that the object is an object in itself 
without reference to the human act of representing it, it 
is without the opposing “ob-” by which it is first of all put 
before this representing act.’(2)  In this way the object cannot 
be reduced to the knowledge projected onto it by the 
subject. Without ‘the opposing “ob”’ or ‘thing presented 
to the mind’(3) (as the Latin word ‘objectum’ proposes) the 
object owns an unavailable ‘otherness’. As Marcus Steinweg 
posits: ‘flashing within the object is the non-subjective, the 
heterogeneous or alien that defies any valid understanding.’(4)  
In its Latin definition the remaining part of the word ‘object’ 
also offers a contradiction. The word ‘jacere’ means both ‘to 
throw’ and also ‘to lie dead, to have fallen, to be situated, 
to be or lie long anywhere, to linger, tarry, stop at a place’(5)  
Thus it exists simultaneously in action and repose. 

‘OOO (and its intertwined companion Speculative 
Realism) is dedicated to exploring the reality, agency, 
and “private lives” of nonhuman (and non-living) 
entities—all of which it considers “objects”—coupled 
with a rejection of anthropocentric ways of thinking 
about and acting in the world.’(6)

In line with Heidegger’s theory, Graham Harman’s ‘Object 
Orientated Ontology’ proposes that, ‘an object is emergent 
beyond its subcomponents, and cannot be explained 
exhaustively by its pieces alone.’(7) He argues that objects 
at all scales can be observed as parts of the cosmos each 
with their own command, their own agency. Each entity is 
not exhausted by any of their relations to one another nor by 
the totality of their parts. In his book ‘The Parasite’ (2007), 
Michael Serres contests that we are surrounded by ‘quasi-
objects’. Using a football as an example, he defines quasi-
objects as mediators that are nothing without human action 
upon them, yet when engaged with in a game, they possess 
agency, an ability to sway human action. He writes: ‘A ball 
is not an ordinary object, for it is what it is only if a subject 
holds it. Over there, on the ground, it is nothing; it is stupid; 

it has no meaning, no function, and no value.’ (8) These 
quasi-objects suddenly become participants, partial subjects. 
Considered in this way, a live hand grenade once grasped 
and thrown becomes less an object and more a comrade in 
combat.

‘To what extent are objects the result of their story and in 
what way does the story persist to inhabit the object?’ (9)

Chaîne Opératoire

The idea of the biography of an object can be traced to 
the early 1960s, when the concept of chaîne opératoire 
was formed by French archaeologist André Leroi-
Gourhan. Initially chaîne opératoire was used as a way of 
chronologically studying the stages of tool production - for 
example, as a means of understanding the evolution of lithic 
(stone) tools. This was subsequently extended to an analysis 
of the ‘social life’ of an object, giving weight to its symbolic 
significance and attachment to human action and behaviours. 
The meaning of an object may be manipulated throughout 
its life history as it is exchanged, adapted physically and 
presented or used in new contexts. By understanding the 
processes inherent in tool production, archaeologists can 
determine the development of the technology and in doing 
so understand the ancient culture that surrounded it.

Chinese Alchemists 

Stories drawn from research surrounding the grenade support 
the idea that its formal characteristics, etymology and very 
existence credit to the fortunes and design decisions of 
generations before it. An episodic biography of Stanley 
Kubrick’s dummy grenade could be said to begin as far back 
as second century China with the advent of gunpowder. Shen 
Nong, an heroic, mythical figure known as the ‘Heavenly 
Husbandman’, is said to have warned of a dangerous 
concoction of elements that would ‘‘fly and dance’ in a 
violent reaction.’ (10) At the beginning of the Han Dynasty, 
Daoist alchemists would experiment with various compounds 
including saltpeter and sulphur. 
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L: John Moses Browning inspecting a Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR) at the Winchester Repeating Arms Company factory, c. 1918  World War I Army Signal 
Corps Collection/U.S. Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania. 
Available at: https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Moses-Browning [Accessed: 01.10.17]A. 

R: Emperor Wu of Han (2017) Available at: https://alchetron.com/Emperor-Wu-of-Han-1044789-W [Accessed 01.10.17] 
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They were in pursuit of an elixir for everlasting life under 
the direction of Emperor Wu of Han. Like many emperors 
in ancient China, Emperor Wu was obsessed with the 
idea of achieving immortality. Ironically, in searching for 
everlasting life they would instead discover the components 
of gunpowder. The explosive potential of saltpetre, sulphur 
and charcoal was first recorded by the alchemist Ge Hong 
in 300 CE. By 904 CE the Chinese were burning and 
catapulting this black powder in conflicts and by the Early 
13 century the science of gunpowder travelled along the silk 
trade route to Europe and the Islamic world. It is thought that 
this new development in warfare spread throughout the Old 
World through conquests made during the expansion of the 
powerful Mongol Empire. 

The word grenade itself is attributed to the old French word 
for pomegranate - a fruit whose form and contents look 
very similar to early grenades. The first known existence of 
a grenade dates back to rudimentary Byzantine incendiaries 
containing Greek Fire, a dangerous and inextinguishable 
composite similar to Napalm.

‘There have been many hundreds of grenade models 
fielded from WW1 to the present. Additionally there are 
innumerable variants of grenade… there are no unifying 
similarities between all grenades unless it is the fact they 
are hand-thrown’ (11)

The Mormon Gun maker 

The grenade in Kubrick’s archive is a copy of a copy. We find 
its blueprint in the hands of a Mormon gun maker. Moulded 
into one piece, it is an imitation of a US training grenade 
named the ‘MK1A1’(12), itself a close replica of the ‘Mk 2 
grenade’ or ‘MKII’. The original MK2 was a fragmentation 
type anti-personnel hand grenade designed in 1918 by John 
Moses Browning.(13) John Moses Browning’s father was one 
of tens of thousands of Mormons who fled from Illinois to 
the dust bowl of Utah to escape persecution in 1846. He 
established a gunsmith shop in the wild and lawless frontier 
town of Ogden in 1852 where his son became an apprentice 
at 6 years old. The Mk2 quickly became standard issue in 
the United States. Manufactured in massive quantities, it 

was used in American combat in six wars from 1918-1969 
including the Vietnam War. Thus, the physical characteristics 
of Kubrick’s grenade link it to far larger narratives. It can be 
considered part of the history of warfare. It takes us from the 
battlefields of Vietnam and the World Wars, to the design 
decisions of John Moses Browning, to struggles of the 
Mormon people in the deserts of Utah, and, by extension, 
back to the ancient discovery of gunpowder. But not only 
is it the descendant of live, expendable grenades, but also 
of mass-produced practice training grenades and novelty 
souvenirs copied from Browning’s original 1918 design. 

Is that you John Wayne? Is this me?

In 2007 Stanley Kubrick’s archive was acquired by London 
College of Communication. The dummy grenade is held 
under reference SK/16/3/2/6 and titled as ‘hand grenade 
c1986’. It is presented in the archive as a fictional object, 
categorised as a prop acquired for Stanley Kubrick’s 
construction of Vietnam in Beckton, East London. 

Fact and fiction run through the film ‘Full Metal Jacket’, 
with scenes that exercise Kubrick’s opinion that the US 
media’s version of the Vietnam War was largely fabricated: 
‘Vietnam was such a phoney war, in terms of the hawkish 
technocrats fine-tuning the facts like an ad agency.’(14) This 
is demonstrated by a scene in ‘Full Metal Jacket’ where the 
protagonist, filmed by a roving US TV crew whilst under fire 
muses: ‘Is that you John Wayne? Is this me?’14 These ideas 
are corroborated by Phillip Knightly who writes: “For many 
Americans in Vietnam, there emerged a strange side to the 
war that became directly related to television - the fact 
that the war seemed so unreal that sometimes it became 
almost possible to believe that everything was taking place 
on some giant Hollywood set’ (15) Indeed by the time ‘Full 
Metal Jacket’ came out it was widely criticised for not 
looking like the Vietnam War at all, despite Kubrick’s in depth 
visual research: ‘Ten films set in Vietnam had been made 
by American studios in the years in which Kubrick had been 
working on ‘Full Metal Jacket’. By the time Kubrick’s film 
was released, this Hollywood vision of the war had already 
been established, and no amount of accurate research and 
inventive art direction would alter that’.(16)

Objecthood and Aura
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SK / 16 / 9 / 1/ 1 (‘Kubrick on set’) Behind the scenes image from ‘Full Metal Jacket’. The Stanley Kubrick Archive. LCC, UAL London.
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A Copy of a Copy 

Walter Benjamin’s seminal text ‘The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction’ written in 1935, discusses the 
concept of authenticity in relation to reproduction, arguing 
that the ‘aura’ of an original no longer exists in the modern 
age because art has become reproducible: ‘substituting for 
its unique incidence a multiplicity of instances’.(17) Defined 
as part of the archive however, the dummy grenade gains the 
‘aura’ of an original object. It becomes “Kubrick’s Grenade”, 
and becomes part of film history. Presented in this context 
it assumes new meaning, existing both as a fictional object, 
dematerialised by the film screen and as a tangible ‘real 
world’ artefact. Boris Groys writes of the ‘new symbolic 
value’ an object acquires in a museum context: ‘the object 
becomes mysterious, fraught with meaning, mythical.... it 
begins to carry the entire weight of our culture. It becomes 
erotic. It becomes pure presence.’(18) 

‘We are given the shadow for the thing, and in the end we 
live among shadows, and not only believe that things are 
made for the sake of their shadows, but find that this is 
actually the case.’(19)

In a lecture given in 1960, Edgar Wind talks of mechanisation 
as deliberately conceiving objects that take precedence 
over our direct experience of an original. This is the case 
with Kubrick’s grenade; its intended purpose only ever to 
loosely represent the form of an original. It could be argued 
that it is this status that endures from its production to its 
present archive status. Wind describes these transpositions 
as ‘translations’ - useful when its original is ‘difficult, elusive 
or complex’ (20).  In her essay ‘In defence of the Poor Image’ 
Hito Steyerl similarly speaks of the resurrection and potential 
power of the degraded jpeg image: ‘The poor image is no 
longer about the real thing—the originary original. Instead, it 
is about its own real conditions of existence’ (21)

In his 1996 essay, ‘Immaculate Conception – Objects 
without Author’ Jasper Morrison writes of a ‘mysterious 
power’ found in the process of identical repetition. No 
longer fashioned by hand and therefore not unique, the mass 
produced object is untethered from the ego of its author. 

He writes: ‘With this power the object inhabited its own 
world, liberated from man’s imperfections and inefficiencies, 
in which it developed an “objectality” almost as distinct as a 
“personality”’(22). 

‘The archive is not a static form but a practice: archiving 
produces new relationships.’ (23)

Does then Kubrick’s grenade exude this mysterious, alien 
power? Does it or does it not have an original? Is it possible 
to attach Kant’s idea of the ‘the thing in itself ’ to this object 
because it has the ‘otherness’ of mass reproduction? Or is 
the form of a grenade so familiar as to be flooded by the 
subject? It can be argued that there is simultaneously a 
connection and a disconnection between the object itself 
and the long and tumultuous threads of history that surround 
it. Without known parentage and plucked from obscurity, it 
now has its own ‘conditions of existence’ within the archive. 
As Walter Benjamin asserts, ‘technical reproduction can put 
the copy of the original into situations which would be out 
of reach for the original itself ’ (24). If Kubrick’s grenade can 
be considered a mass-produced, ‘poor copy’ of a copy of 
Browning’s original design, it also has its own agency. But 
it has just (to choose words from Morrison) ‘arrived in the 
shape of a borrowed form or a stolen object’ (25).

1.Steinweg, M (2011) ‘What is an Object?’ ‘The Object - Documents of 
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2.Heidegger, M (1951) ‘Poetry, Language, Thought’ New York: Harper Perennial 
Modern Thought 2013 
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‘Any designed object, in 
other words an object 
produced by design is thereby 
connected with images or 
representations. In the same 
way as any image is haunted by 
all the pre-existing images 
- because as the painter
Fromanger said, at the outset
the canvas is not white, it
is already black with all our
certitudes.’ (1)

1.Dautrey, J (2016)  ‘Strange Design - From Objects to Behaviours’ Faucogney et la Mer:  it: editions
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2. Disquieting Strangeness

The title of this section is taken from Jehanne Dautrey’s 
2016 essay: ‘Disquieting Strangeness - A New Design 
Concept?’(2). Dautrey’s text references designed objects 
that are deliberately complicated by a radical or conceptual 
‘anti-design’. Borrowing from theories cited by Dautrey, 
this chapter asks whether the status of Kubrick’s grenade 
can provoke similar discussion. How does the object’s 
provenance and presence in an archive contribute to its 
strangeness? 

‘Das Unheimlich’

According to Dautrey, ‘strangeness’ is identified as occurring 
when the usual function of an object is altered or removed: 
‘by losing any relationship with a potential function, the 
strange form invokes the primitive anxiety about objects’(3). 
Her writing references the concept of ‘das Unheimlich’ (the 
uncanny), introduced in the early part of the last century 
by Sigmund Freud and defined as ‘uncertainty about the 
nature of something observed’(4). As with the familiar form 
of Kubrick’s grenade, it is not something new that interferes 
with reality and reference points, but is rather, ‘something 
that is strange, but something that is known’(5).

According to Alfred Korzybski, the founder of the field of 
general semantics, key to our mental process is our ability to 
distinguish. He argues that we view an object not in isolation, 
but through its characteristics, as part of a collection of other 
objects. This he refers to as ‘relations’. Thus it is impossible 
to completely isolate an object: ‘In such collections we have 
the possibility of ordering the objects, and so, for instance, 
we may discover a relation that one object is ‘before’ or 
‘after’ the other or that A is the father of B.’(6) Therefore, the 
characteristics of Kubrick’s grenade belong to a collection of 
hand grenades and by extension to myriad images and objects 
of war and explosion. 

In philosopher Henri Bergson’s Theory of Perception 
written in 1896, he states that when dealing with a ‘world 
of images’ two kinds of perception exist. One related to 
action: ‘the objects which surround us represent, in varying 
degrees, an action which we can accomplish upon things 
or which we must experience from them’(7) and a second, 
atypical state which takes place when this system of action is 

interrupted. In this case, perception ceases to be used solely 
for an accepted action, but oscillates between actions and 
perceptions, creating an indeterminate reading of the object 
that activates an ‘internal disorder of the categories of the 
object.’ (8)  In Kubrick’s grenade, we are confronted by an 
object whose expected physical actions (to be thrown and 
to explode) are not applicable. In its present position, this 
object can also be said to exist in an indeterminate space 
between function and non-function, the signifier and the 
signified, reality and construct. A grenade. Yet not a grenade.

“A hand grenade is expected to meet several and partly 
contradictory requirements at the same time. A high effect 
is wanted, but only in a clearly defined and restricted area. 
Apart from this, the fuse must work reliably, but be so safe, 
the operator is never exposed to a danger.” (9)

Affordance / False Affordance 

‘Affordance Theory’, routed in Gestaltism, has implications for 
the design of an object. Gestalt theory focuses on the idea of 
the ‘unified whole’ of something, which cannot be understood 
by, and is greater than, its constituent parts. Psychologist 
James J. Gibson, writing on ‘Affordance Theory’ in 1979, 
states that we directly perceive affordances as ‘clues’, which 
suggest possibilities for action. When we view an object, we 
instinctively recognise its affordances over its qualities. 

In the bounds of this theory, Kubrick’s grenade would be 
defined by this sentence: ‘A graspable rigid object of moderate 
size and weight affords throwing. It may be a missile or only an 
object for play, a ball. The launching of tools by supplementary 
tools other than the hands alone - the sling, the bow, the 
catapult, the gun, and so on - is one of the behaviours that 
makes the human a nasty, dangerous species.’ (10) In this respect 
action is piloted by perception. In the monitored context 
of the archive however, the grenade cannot be thrown and 
without containing any volatile substance cannot explode. Thus 
Kubrick’s grenade can be said to exhibit a ‘false affordance’. 
This is described in William Gaver’s 1991 paper ‘Technology 
Affordances’ as an ‘apparent affordance that does not have 
any real function’ (11). Therefore, like a placebo, possibilities 
for action are recognised but do not actually exist - the bridge 
between perception and action is removed. 
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Disquieting Strangeness 

‘Each of these works posits a likelihood - that the stone 
will move spontaneously, that the ball is about to 
rebound, that an invisible cube sits on the floor - that 
holds only if, acknowledging the enigma of poiesis, one 
suspends disbelief and assents to the work’s virtual 
proficiency, as asserted by their titles’(12)

If the grenade’s capacity for explosion does not actually 
exist, our ability and willingness to suspend our disbelief can 
be triggered. Performance artist Gino De Dominicis’ 1972 
gallery installation ‘Second Solution’ featured a ball on 
the floor titled: ‘Rubber ball (fallen from a height of two 
metres) in the moment immediately before it bounces’. In 
this conceptual work, the title of the piece leaves the ball’s 
movement as potential, forever caught between past and 
futures states or activity. Out of context, Kubrick’s grenade 
(albeit momentarily) presents the tension of an object that 
might immanently explode. Yet by positioning it within an 
archive, this ‘likelihood’ is superseded. 

Similarly, Marcel Duchamp’s readymade ‘blagues’ rely on 
language for an alternate reading of the object. As Molly 
Nesbit writes of Duchamp’s readymade work ‘In Advance of 
the Broken Arm’, 1915: ‘the model is taken out of circulation, 
often given an absurd title, hung in a limbo, and effectively 
silenced. This shovel will never be used, bent, rusted, or fall 
obsolete.’ (13) In Duchamp’s piece, a snow shovel is no longer 
a functional object, but has become a conceptual work that 
proposes a future event and its consequence.

Flights and Perchings

‘Explosions punctuate the line of history... their images 
persist in their near sameness which means that when 
we look at one, we are simultaneously looking at every 
explosion that has ever occurred — a concertina of 
temporality is folded inside each one. The resulting 
paradox is that we are staring at a thing that contains the 
past and yet we are resolutely in the present moment.’ (14)

In William James’ ‘Principles of Psychology’ written in 
1890, he introduces the idea of the ‘specious present’ - an 
expanded present, a moment occupied simultaneously 

by both past and present in which we find ourselves 
‘immediately and incessantly sensible’(15) James uses the flight 
and ‘perching’ of a bird as a metaphor for his theory: ‘The 
resting places are usually occupied by sensorial imaginings 
of some sort, whose peculiarity is that they can be held 
before the mind for an indefinite time, and contemplated 
without changing; the places of flight are filled with thoughts 
of relations, static or dynamic, that for the most part obtain 
between the matters contemplated in the periods of 
comparative rest.’ (16) 

In her text ‘The Taxonomy of an Explosion’, Jennifer Boyd 
writes of the temporal and transformative stages of an 
explosion. Boyd poses that whilst the violence associated 
with an explosion cannot be disregarded, its physical 
properties can be observed conceptually, as a thing in 
itself. She writes of the ‘rogue frame’ that occurs in the split 
second opening / apex of a blast, which occurs as a whiteout 
frame - a sudden loss of content and spatial coordinates 
rendering it all but absent from the rest of the sequence. 
As Boyd writes: “Despite the fact of a necessary catalyst, a 
defining characteristic of explosions is their suddenness. 
Their instantaneous nature, which unnaturally accelerates 
an object or scene from one state to another, simulates 
objectification, as they appear at the full height of their 
power in a space rendered almost blank by contrast.’ (17)

Kubrick’s grenade, ‘perched’ out of time, might belong in 
this sequence, holding, in its image, ‘every explosion that has 
ever occurred.’ (18) 

A scene-by-scene analysis of ‘Full Metal Jacket’ suggests 
that the object at the centre of this research did not actually 
make it into the final film at all. Featured instead, on the 
chest of its actors, are models of the more realistic M67 
and M26 grenades used in Vietnam. This further re-adjusts 
and problematizes the object. Not only is it a stand-in for 
a grenade, but also possibly an unused stand-in for a prop 
(as if it were relegated to the benches). It is a tangible ‘real 
world’ object and yet almost every expected action or 
function it presents us with is false. This indeterminate space 
the grenade occupies allows for fluid reading. It supplies 
questions as to how design can be used to contextualise, 
frame and perceive the object. 
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‘The photograph of a three-
dimensional object is always 
staged, is already an 
interpretation’(1)

3.Holschbach, S (2017) ‘Erin Sherriff’ Camera Austria 137
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3. The Photographed Object 

This final chapter references the work of Constantin 
Brancusi, Medardo Rosso, Erin Sherriff and Jean-Baptiste 
Siméon Chardin. Each of these artists influence the viewer’s 
perception of three-dimensional forms in a two-dimensional 
medium and format. In particular it visits the relationship 
between sculpture and the photograph by looking at how 
photography can be used for experimentation and extended 
enquiry beyond the physical object. It considers how images 
can be used to explore the contradictions and tensions that 
surround an object.  

In an exhibition text written in 2010, Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA) curator Roxanne Marcoci discusses the introduction 
of photography in the late 1830s. Marcoci highlights its 
influence in terms of the role of the copy, its implications 
for documenting and circulating images of sculpture and the 
possibilities it opened up for reworking and reinventing three-
dimensional work. She states: ‘While the reproducibility of 
the photograph challenged the aura attributed to the original, 
it also reflected a very personal form of study and offered 
a model of dissemination that would transform the entire 
nature of art” (2)  

‘The study of objects through the prism of art, and 
through the words of artists, allows one to see how 
complex the world of ordinary and less ordinary things 
truly is... the exemplarity of the art object to elucidate 
the multifacetedness of objects and things in general’(3)

Sculptors Constantin Brancusi (practicing at the time Moses 
Browning’s grenade was designed) and Medardo Rosso, 
whose earlier work influenced Brancusi’s practice, both made 
use of photography as a means of extending their work and 
controlling its interpretation as a 2D image. Jeffrey Weiss, 
(referencing the words of Charles Baudelaire) writes that, 
unlike the fixed plane of a painting: ‘a sculpture, which we are 
apt to view from many perspectives, cannot control the way 
in which it is beheld. Despite its identity as an autonomous 
object in the world, a sculpture, Baudelaire claims, is 
therefore “elusive.” (4) It is this elusiveness that both Brancusi 
and Rosso exploited and expanded through photography. If 
Kubrick’s grenade is already an evasive object, this section of 
the paper looks at how this obliqueness can be heightened by 
the staged photographic image.

Exploding the Sculptural Gestalt

In his photographic works Medardo Rosso enlarged details 
of his sculptures, often beyond the size the negative would 
allow, pushing the image until he reached a desired loss 
of clarity and sharpness. Luciano Caramel writes of his 
approach: ‘he created a new space in sculpture, a space 
that is internal to the image and yet breaks through the 
partition that had always made a sculpture isolated’(5) 
Rosso’s ‘Madame X’, 1896 was a particularly controvertible 
work for its time, precisely for its ‘extreme reductivism’(6) 

In photographing this work Rosso was able to emphasize 
the sculpture’s deliberate loss of identifying features and 
enigmatic form. Constantin Brancusi too sought alternate 
ways to use photography beyond and in parallel with his 
sculptural practice. His ‘photos radieuses’ made use of 
flash photography, which allowed light to rebound from the 
mirror-like surfaces of his work. In doing so Roxana Marcoci 
describes this disruption of surface and form as a method in 
which to ‘explode the sculptural gestalt’(8). Brancusi would 
also photograph multiple arrangements of sculptures and 
plinths in his studio referring to them as ‘groupes mobiles’(9). 
These temporary compositions were an experiment with 
negative space, orientation and relationships between works. 

Distance and material presence 

‘In the context of sculpture, photography is a medium 
through which fullness of perceptual apprehension 
(and, reflexively invoking Walter Benjamin on the 
autonomy of the aesthetic object, “aura”) can be 
said to correspond to one’s diminishing contact with 
sculpture’s material presence’(10) 

The notion of distance and access is particularly relevant in 
the context of Kubrick’s grenade. It is not just a copy, but 
a copy of a copy, which places an original further at further 
remove. In terms of material available in the archive, the 
origin of the grenade and journey to the archive are not fully 
accounted for. It is marked with the words ‘Korea’, yet may 
have been purchased from a number of army surplus suppliers 
in the US and UK whose catalogues are found in Stanley 
Kubrick’s archive. 
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R: Medardo Rosso Madame X, c.1900, modern contact print from original glass negative, 18 x 13 cm. 
Available at: https://frieze.com/article/from-this-to-that [Accessed 01.05.18]
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Within the archive an appointment must be made in order 
to view the boxed, acid-free tissue wrapped object. To 
photograph it the shoot must be supervised; the object must 
always be chaperoned. It is these very particular rules that 
further complicate the object’s accessibility. As Beatrice 
Von Bismark writes: ‘In museums the curator decides what is 
displayed to the public, what is shown in an exhibition. In an 
archive there are certain rules, which define the open access 
to the material. The rules have to be described.’(11)  

If it featured in ‘Full Metal Jacket’ at all, its dematerialised 
‘celluloid’ version precedes it. It is there that it has use and 
context. Beyond the screen, we encounter a singular, dark 
object that displays a material muteness, the suggested shape 
of a working mechanism molded into a single piece of cast 
iron. Similarly, in discussing objects that feature in the work 
of contemporary artist Erin Sherriff, Sandra Dyck observes 
that the artist is ‘compelled not by their cultural meanings, 
but by their resolute objecthood, their very blankness.’(12) 

Sherriff’s works are an interstices between sculpture and 
photography, often exploiting the strangeness found in 
representing a three dimensional form in photography and 
film. In her ‘Monograph’ series from 2012, the significance 
of the physical sculpture is removed entirely. Whilst two 
dimension images appear to be photographs of actual, full-
scale sculptures, they are in fact small plaster, cardboard 
and foamcore maquettes produced exclusively as props to 
be photographed. Since the object photographed does not 
actually exist, the photograph itself is the work.   

In Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s ‘Dead Hare with Powder 
Flask and Game Bag’ (1728 - 30) it is the space in which the 
object is represented that creates instability. In this painting 
the object extends beyond the edge of its supporting ledge. 
Here spatial definition and the viewer’s comprehension of 
distance and dimension disappear. As Ewa Lajer-Vurcharth 
writes, ‘the rabbit’s corpse has been thrown across an 
otherwise unmarked and undifferentiated space - neither a 
pantry nor the abstract space of the trompe l’oeil, but a more 
opaque, temporal spatiality of the process in which the body 
emerges into vision yet fails to take its place.’(13)
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L: Constantin Brancusi Golden Bird. c. 1919. Gelatin silver print The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Available at: https://www.moma.org/interactives exhibitions/2010/originalcopy/works04.html#3 [Accessed 01.10.17] 

R: Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin Dead Hare with Powder Flask and Game Bag 1728 - 30 oil on canvas. 
Available at: http://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/detail.php?ID=47721 [Accessed 01.10.17] 
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“Is the bird made of words, 
dreams, lead, plaster, resin, 
celluloid, paper, gold, truth, 
lies, all or none of the 
above?” (1)

 Toran, N; Langley, P (2014) ‘One That Got Away’ Available at: http://noamtoran.com/NT2009/pub/one-that-got-away [Accessed 01.10.17]
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Conclusion 

In her essay ‘Chasing the Maltese Falcon: On the Fabrications 
of a Film Prop’, film theorist Vivian Sobchack discusses the 
1941 film ‘The Maltese Falcon’ and the bird figurine prop 
referenced in its title. Parallels can be drawn between the 
reading of this prop and Kubrick’s hand grenade. The Maltese 
falcon is a central plot device, a McGuffin. In the same way 
as Kubrick’s grenade, it swings between real and projected 
states on and off screen: ‘the material bird (whatever its 
substance) is not only the prop and property that partially 
constitutes what we call “film history”’, but also supports 
‘a structure of more general and labile cultural affects, 
meanings, and functions.’(2)

Reflecting on Stanley Kubrick’s hand grenade as a case study, 
this concluding segment returns to the question: “How 
can the perception of an object be problematized through 
graphic design?” Graphic design is often considered a 
problem solving solution. This body of research proposes the 
opposite - that rather than provide a solution, design research 
can be a means of questioning and influencing the context in 
which the material object is read. 

In the first chapter, Kant’s concept of the ‘thing-in-itself ’ 
is used to acknowledge the ‘otherness’ of an object 
independent of subjective and semiotic reading. It continues 
by countering that objects are inhabited by their stories, that 
Kubrick’s grenade has a zigzagging lineage that dates back 
thousands of years. By stretching the object’s narrative in this 
way it acknowledges that its formal characteristics, etymology 
and very existence are credit to the fortunes and design 
decisions of generations before it. The chapter concludes by 
proposing that in an archive, the status of Kubrick’s grenade 
shifts. Whilst it remains a mass produced, copy of a copy, it 
has a new, unique identity and with this it assumes the ‘aura’ 
of Walter Benjamin’s original.

Chapter two addresses the notion of ‘strangeness’ 
and disturbance to an object’s network of signs and 
representations. Applying perception theories to Kubrick’s 
grenade highlight its inherently paradoxical status. The 
grenade is received in terms of the culture that surrounds it, 
yet once its expected function as a live grenade is annulled, 
this reference must be re-adjusted. In the archive it must be 
re-read in terms of the culture and conditions constructed 
both by the rules of the archive and by the academic 

institution that surrounds it. Thus it is not the object itself 
that changes, but the culture that surrounds it. Jennifer 
Boyd’s essay, ‘A Taxonomy of Explosions’ and William James’ 
theory of the ‘specious present’ are combined in the final 
passages to explore the idea that, through poiesis, Kubrick’s 
grenade could simultaneously represent the future, past and 
immediate present. Despite being a dummy, the grenade 
is haunted by the image of the explosion and through the 
suspension of disbelief holds on to the likelihood of that 
future action.

The final section looks at the staging of a three-dimensional 
object through the work of four artists. and how the 
conditions of photography in particular can influence its 
interpretation. Adjustments to vantage point, lighting, 
environment and disrupting, alter and obscure the object. 
By removing or adding frames of reference, the constructed 
image allows the object to be studied out of context. Whilst 
the use of a secondary medium imposes a further distance 
from an object’s material presence, it also allows for images 
of that object to be reproduced and circulated.

In an age when boundaries between human beings and 
objects have been breached, objects can be said to have 
subsumed the role of subjects. The contemporary objects or 
devices we are surrounded by are dematerialised, animate, 
instructional, socialized and have in may ways come to define 
us. Conversely, it could be argued that Kubrick’s dummy 
grenade has been defined and immortalised as archive object 
ref: SK/16/3/2/6. It has ‘stopped at a place’(3). But as this 
body of research suggests, this object has multiple truths and 
fictions. As Anthony Hudek writes of D.W Winnicott’s term 
‘transitional objects’; ‘there is no telling when it will lose its 
aura and lapse into thingness, or, on the contrary change from 
mere thing to object of ceaseless wonder.’ (4)

1. Toran, N; Langley, P (2014) ‘One That Got Away’ Available at: http://
noamtoran.com/NT2009/pub/one-that-got-away [Accessed 01.10.17]

2. Sobchack, V (2007) ‘Chasing the Maltese Falcon: On the Fabrications 
of a Film Prop’ SAGE Journal of Visual Culture, Available at: http://journals.
sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1470412907078566 [Accessed: 01.10.17]

3.Lewis, C.T.; Short, C ‘A Latin Dictionary’ Available at: http://www.perseus.
tufts.edu/hopper text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059:entry=jaceo 
[Accessed 01.10.17]

4.Hudek, A (2014) ‘Detours of Objects’.  ‘The Object - Documents of 
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