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Abstract

This dissertation examines how a foreign ornament placed within a domestic setting might
recalibrate the occupant’s familiarity with his or her dwelling through its narrative potential.
The elephant ornaments in the author’'s home are engaged as objects of study. The
dissertation seeks to find a correlation between such ornamental objects and the new
spatial relationships formed through the presence of these objects in the domestic interior.
Drawing on a compendium of narratives about the elephant-image in non-domestic
spaces, | will argue that while these elephant ornaments are often found in the home, they
in fact implicate domesticity as a convergence of the strange and the familiar. This is made
possible by the narrative potential of the ornaments, acting as literary “bibelots”, or knick-

knacks in the house.

Following Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour’s studies on the
iconography of buildings, the dissertation maps the day-to-day spatial narratives that
operate in this house in order to examine how the elephant ornament reorders these
narratives and subverts the banality of domestic space and its routines. By deliberately
making space for these elephant ornaments in the flat, the house becomes one for the
elephant. Indeed, an understanding and perception of this domestic architecture emerges
through and is entangled with a genealogical narrative of the creature woven in myth,
fiction, history and anecdote. In studying how the elephant ornament acts as a catalyst for
reconfiguring the use and perception of this domestic space, the aim of the dissertation is
to reposition the house as a Foucaultian space of difference, wherein members of the
same household have different perceptions of the domestic space that they share. Such a
space does not simply juxtapose disparate objects, but presents them in their difference,

and in the difference that is inherent in interpretation. This then enables the house to



perform Foucault’s genealogy on the elephant-image, which is explored to find out if there
are coincidences between its association with these various narratives and myths, with its

position in the house.
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ELEPHANTS IN THE ROOM

1. Stool/display for paintings. Wood. 200.200.200. 1 elephant.

2. Carving/wall display. Wood and PVC plastic. 800.300.40. 5 elephants.

3. Figurines/paperweights and fragrance stick holders. Porcelain. 50.50.50. 2
elephants.

4. Framed gift set/wall-mounted display piece. Wood and aluminium. 600.250.20. 6
elephants.

5. Figurine/display piece. Dark wood. 600.400.400. 1 elephant.

6. Framed gift set/wall-mounted display piece. Wood and copper etching.
700.300.20. 5 elephants.

7. Figurines/ornamental. Glass. 20.20.20. 5 elephants.

8. Encased gift set/display piece. Aluminium, wood and glass. 250.250.250. 1
elephant.

9. Figurines/ornamental. Dark wood. 50.50.20/20.20.20. 2 elephants.

10. Figurine/ornamental. Porcelain. 25.25.25. 1 elephant.

11. Figurines/ornamental. Porcelain. 30.30.30. 5 elephants.

There are thirty-four elephants in my home. Some are miniature ceramic collectibles,
useful paperweights on a coffee table. Some hang proudly on walls, parties of three or five
carved intricately out of wood. Some you may not even notice, perched high on shelves
above the eyeline, else tucked between Lilliputian English cottages and framed family
photographs. All of them were acquired as gifts after a period of four years that my father
had spent in Thailand working for the army. Whenever children visit my home, my mother

would often set them upon the game of finding and counting all these elephants, a



treasure hunt to discover these foreign curiosities, and in so doing, familiarise the children

with our home.

My personal encounter with these elephant-related ornaments has likewise been one of
unfamiliarity, and an estranging condition that one might not typically come to associate
with the objects in one’s own home. This is due in large part to my absence from the
family, who spent some years living in Thailand. These material and emotive objects
provide flashbacks to an unfamiliar period which also represents a gap in my
understanding of a shared familial history. The elephants act as thirty-four physical tokens
of home and migration. They enact a story of “affective, material and symbolic
regrounding”’ in my interpretation of home, and the domestic space harboring its

associations.

' Sara Ahmed, ed., Uprootings/Regroundings: Questions of Home and Migration (New
York: Berg, 2003) p.2.
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Figure 1.1: The position of the five selected elephant ornaments in the flat.



THE ELEPHANT-IMAGE IN SPACE

For architects who willingly work with analogy, symbol and image, the elephant as an
image offers particularly evocative concepts to work with. It is an image of a fascinating
animal, a wondrous curiosity that embeds itself in cultural imagination the world over. It is
coloured in the realities which the architect is designing in by the vitality of literature and
idioms s/he has known. In history, architecture has enjoyed a traditional relationship with
iconology, where painting, sculpture and graphics have been combined with it.? Modern
architects have largely abandoned this tradition in favour of a more purist definition of the
medium, where space and form serve program and structure, and where space is
sacrosanct. And yet, there is a power to certain images in that draws people to them,
people from diverse disciplines, faiths, cultures, nations, and vernacular backgrounds. This
attraction stems from the literary potential of such images, the rich texture of stories which
colour their presence in our imagination. And | would argue that the elephant is definitely

one such image.

Many first encounter the elephant as image, idea or beast, as children. | remember being
enraptured by the sheer dimensions of the animal, the strangeness of its proportions.
Graphics in encyclopedias showing a man standing next to the world’s tallest recorded
elephant, an African one that stood at four metres high. Warlords riding on immense
mammoths in The Lord of the Rings. Dumbo flying with a family of crows. Growing up in

Singapore, one may encounter the animal at the “Elephants of Asia” exhibit at the

2 Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas: The
Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1977). p.7.
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Singapore Zoo, which is fashioned after a Burmese logging camp.® It is significant too that
the ever-popular elephants may be found in the only exhibit whose naming references the
Singaporean child’s geographical sense of place in the world, amidst other exhibits s/he

may visit like the “Australian Outback”, “Wild Africa”, and the “Great Rift Valley of Ethiopia”.

Seeing the elephant again, accumulated in images and objects in the familiar interiors of
my own home, was an uncanny encounter, and one that | was drawn to question. The
elephants in the room appeared to communicate something about the space to me, and |
knew that there were associations and questions that visitors to the house would also
make about them, whether or not they were actively engaging in a game of finding them.
Such is the power of the elephant-image, and its remarkable unpredictability when placed
in a domestic setting. It is a communicative image which dominates the space as a

material element of the house.

When | observed that children can play hide-and-go-seek with the elephants in this house,
it suggested that their positions in the house were unpredictable yet insightful in hinting at
a purpose beyond mere visual elaboration. It suggests that the house deliberately makes
space for these elephant ornaments. Other objects, ornamental and utilitarian, that could
have been positioned in their place are not. If it were obvious where the thirty-four
elephants would be, then there would be no need to play a game to find them. What is
interesting is that in the process of finding them, you are realising that the interior of this
house is actually not what you might expect. Indeed, things have made way for the

elephants to appear where they are amidst the clutter of other ornaments. Being an

3 ‘Elephants of Asia’, http://www.zoo.com.sg/exhibits-zones/elephants-asia.html#ad-image-
0 (accessed 5 September 2016)
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occupant of this house, | can then also investigate how these elephants are considered in

the daily uses of this domestic interior by its occupants.

A similar encounter is described in Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven
Izenour’s Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form. The
billboards and signs dominating the Las Vegas strip of the 1960s prompted these authors
to investigate this city as a space where signs, and not forms, dominated space and
directed people’s engagement with it. They noted that such a form of communication was
necessitated by a relatively new context for architects: that of the highway strip city, and
the speeds at which space had to make its presence known. In a similar way, the
proliferation of such foreign objects in the house was a new context for me to encounter,
and | wondered if it could be explained with old, known associations with the image of this

animal.

Learning from Las Vegas was first published in 1972, and described two prevalent ways in
which buildings of the time embodied iconography, and were perceived by image over
form. It paid particular attention to the ordinary vernacular of our urban environments, and
the implications of urban psychology on their reception. The authors coined the terms
“Duck” and “Decorated Shed” to describe these two types of encounters. A “Decorated
Shed” is described as being a conventional shelter that applies symbols: “systems of
space and structure are directly at the service of program, and ornament is applied
independently of them”.* On the other hand, a “Duck” is a building wherein “the
architectural systems of space, structure and programme are submerged and distorted by

an overall symbolic form”. The “Duck” refers to a building that is a symbol. In the case of

* Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas: The
Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1977). p.87.
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the house, the elephant ornaments are metonymical objects that are not really on the
building, because the domestic interior harbours them amongst furniture and other objects
- they are “elephants” that are hidden amongst this assemblage, ready to be found.

Rather, | argue that they are of this domestic space, and of the way people use this space.

It was with this in mind that | began my investigation of these elephants in domestic space.
The space of the domestic interior is not a realm in which the “purer architectural triad of
structure, form and light” are the only aspects in service of physical space that can be
absorbed and interpreted by its inhabitants.’ It is constitutive of a complex apparatus of
things both physical and conceptual: of walls, furnitures, and objects that shape proximities
and are shaped by daily habits of use, acceptance, resistance. These help to create the
rituals of dwelling, a daily negotiation of spatial territory enacted by inhabitants in the
space of their inhabitation. The domestic interior is the stage, the architectural space,
where one attempts to materialize belonging, safety, privacy from the outside, individuality
in the world. The objects in this space are important because they remind us, and others,
of who we are: our aspirations, our past. This is especially so for ornamental objects, for
they are things that the dweller does not necessarily need, but nevertheless chooses to

display in the house.

The message systems of signs along the Las Vegas strip were tailored to vehicular travel,
and spatial relationships were thus informed primarily by images and signs over forms in
space. Visitors moved through the big signs and into the little buildings, and it was within
this context and its system of communication that the authors of this case study sited their

investigation. In the case of the house, however, when | argue that the elephant

®> Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas: The
Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1977). p.7.

13



ornaments are of the building, it means examining the house as becoming one for these
elephants. It would thus be necessary to examine a history of the significance of the
elephant-image in spaces, in order to determine how this house may be different from
other houses. How does one make then sense of being in such a space, with these
“elephants” in the room? It would be interesting to find out how the occupants of this house
use the domestic interior in a way that makes these “elephants” significant, and a part of
how they use and perceive this space. It is perhaps a naive question, but one that has to
be asked when encountering the house, and the hide-and-seek interplay enacted by its
pachydermic inhabitants: how does the position and priority shown to these “elephants”

change the way we view this space, this container of elephants that is the house?

ELEPHANTS, GENEALOGY AND DIFFERENCE

The “elephants” in the room are metonymical ornaments - they draw one’s attention to
places that seem distant and somehow unreachable. This is because they recall images
that are animated by the stories, myths and works of fiction that we have known: that of
the beast of burden, for example, or of that which is sacred and huge. This study shall
access these images as literary “bibelots” - as miniature stories, told in the comfort of a
house. These stories limit the “elephant” by making it understandable, just as much as

they accentuate its distance from us.

A “bibelot” is a modern French term for a small knick-knack, or collectible. Janell Watson
introduced the term in a literary history of material culture through a study of the

nineteenth-century French novel, where more and more text was devoted to descriptions
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of such objects.® Watson attributed the sudden prominence given to curiosities and

collecting in this genre of literature to a massive change in attitude at the time towards the

world of goods. This in turn restructured the literary text in accordance with the “practical
” 7

logic of daily life”." The presence of the “bibelot” in domestic interiors of the time was

mirrored in the textual accounts that were sited in these spaces.

The purpose of the literary “bibelots” in this study is to access the images of the elephant
in the house, and in this textual narration of the unfamiliarity encountered in this domestic
architecture. Just like the “bibelot” restructured the practical logic of daily life in nineteenth-
century French interiors, and the texts that followed, this dissertation investigates how
these stories of the elephant can reflect the “logic” and perception of space by which
occupants in this house operate. This will demonstrate how an understanding and
perception of this domestic architecture emerges through and is entangled with a
genealogical narrative of the creature woven in myth, fiction, history, and anecdote. These
miniature narratives will help the reader to perceive what it is like to live and operate in this
house for elephants. The “elephant”, as a material as well as literary “bibelot”, acts as a

catalyst to challenge and reconfigure perceptions of domestic space.

This dissertation will study the difference in our perception of space inside this house for
elephants, by positioning this house as a Foucaultian space of difference. The house is
positioned as such because the household ornaments it contains are absorbed into the
daily practices of domesticity, but at the same time represent a culture from another land.

These image of the elephant in these ornaments might embody certain ideologies and

6 Janell Watson, Literature and Material Culture from Balzac to Proust: The Collection and
Consumption of Curiosities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). P.1.
7 Janell Watson, Literature and Material Culture from Balzac to Proust: The Collection and
Consumption of Curiosities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). P.4.
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conceptual orders in another place and time, and they might have assumed prominence in
space for various reasons - however, in the house, the image of the elephant in these
ornaments becomes a part of how the occupants perform daily chores in the exclusivity

and privacy of the domestic interior.

A space of difference is what it is not because it juxtaposes disparate objects together.
Rather, it is a space that presents the difference that is inherent in interpretation.® Like the
signs that were studied in Las Vegas, the elephant ornaments are interpreted by guests as
elements in the household, in the architecture of this domestic space. But this
interpretation comes with a degree of confusion and curiosity - and this happens because
they cannot predict where the next elephant will appear. There is no specific space that is
set aside for all of them to be displayed. Rather, they may be found in different areas
within the household, even within the spaces where we perform daily programmes. The
authors of Learning from Las Vegas were investigating how these everyday signs helped
visitors to perceive the Las Vegas strip, to move through and use a space. The study in
this dissertation, however, began because the elephant ornaments make a space
unfamiliar to some, and familiar to others. The investigation aims to show how we perceive
the house differently - not just as a house with “elephants” in it, but as a house that is for
the “elephants”, which have both invaded and transformed the space of the house, and the

way each space might traditionally have been used.

In order to understand how these images, and their associations, change the way we

perceive this domestic architecture, | posit that the domestic space as a space of

® Beth Lord, “Foucault’s Museum: Difference, Representation, and Genealogy” (Dundee:
University of Dundee, February 14, 2006). P.5.
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difference has the potential to enact Foucault’'s genealogy. Genealogy is a historical
technique to explain an object or aspect of human life by showing how it came into being.’
It is a tool in this dissertation to describe this house for elephants. Genealogy is a method
that enables us to research the social and cultural variables relative to ordering spaces
that the elephant-image displays, and link these to the effect the “elephant” has on this
domestic space. Studying the genealogy of this elephant-image means looking at how it
has assumed significance in space for the people in possession of it. The genealogy of
this image and its associated narratives comes together in this curious ornament. This will
reveal the agency of the elephant ornament to reconfigure perceptions of space. A
genealogical study examines the differences as much as the commonalities in interpreting
the significance of the elephant ornament in space. This will explain why the image

fascinates and alienates, and is both strange and familiar at the same time.

This difference that is inherent in interpretation comes about because objects are
represented differently in spaces. The house not only represents elephant ornaments that
are different from one another, but represents them in their difference from the conceptual
orders in which they would normally be understood. The narration of unfamiliarity in this
domestic space places the house as a lens through which we may interpret these elephant
ornaments. The literary connection is therefore important because it can explain how
different images, referencing different times and stories, are brought together in a single
space and presented in their difference amidst the passing of time in the household, of

habits and programmes of the day-to-day.

® Beth Lord, “Foucault’s Museum: Difference, Representation, and Genealogy” (Dundee:
University of Dundee, February 14, 2006). P.7.
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The following chapters act as a textual laboratory to test the represented ideologies
associated with several elephant images. The stories and images discussed will evaluate
how these ideologies and themes are domesticated in the placement of these objects in a
domestic setting, which also happens to be my family’s flat. The literary potential of these
objects in the flat is explored as a possible means of finding a reasoning behind their
positions in space. Their stories are compared against a narration of these objects’ role as
spatial markers in the house, to show that the elephant ornament is regarded as a literary
“bibelot” that, removed from its original context, questions the spatial intuition that dictates
how occupants move and operate in this domestic setting. These encounters transform

our imagination of home and the house.

This dissertation will supplement the textual argument with drawings and photographs.
These images create a parallel argument that mirrors the idea of the elephant as a literary
bibelot. The flat is narrated in a walk-through that narrates an encounter with each of these
selected elephant ornaments. The text goes beyond orthographic representation, beyond
sensations of where the light falls and what the tenth-floor wind blows off of the tabletop, to
encounter something that is very noticeable, nagging, peering at you. Thirty-four elephants
in the room. The visitor is invited to consider how conceptual schemes really relate to
objects, and whether other conceptual schemes are more or less adequate to represent

these objects.

18
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Figure 1.2: Item 1 in the entrance corridor

Home for me is a maisonette apartment in a mature estate in western Singapore. My
family moved here four years ago, after a period of four years spent living apart - me here
in Singapore, they in Bangkok. Upon moving into our new home, it became apparent to me
that my parents took great pride in the experiences that these elephantine gifts
represented. In the first month of my moving into the flat, | seemed to encounter them at
every corner, as if they were enacting a prolonged game of hide and seek in my own
home. When | walk through the entrance corridor into my flat and take a seat to remove
my shoes, the first of these thirty-four pachyderms greets me - painted onto a tiny folding
chair, seemingly too low and small to comfortably sit on (item 1). Yet, for a time it had been

my father’s chair of choice, here in this first and final corner of the home where one
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readies himself to enter or leave the house. My mother would sometimes sit on this stool

to talk to my father when he came home.

Item 2 is a carving of five elephants that introduces visitors to the dining room as they step
into the house. This is where you would pause to make greetings and say goodbyes, as it
seems like at this point you have stepped into the house proper. The carving looks over a
long Ikea dining table (a ‘Burjsta’ unit) that can comfortably seat a family of five. The
elephants on it mingle in the shade of a figurative raintree. It is an illustration of familial

togetherness, and offers a way to imagine the members of this household.

My father first saw a carving exactly like this hanging in an office at Sayuk Camp, near the
old railway town of Kanchanaburi. He had made a casual remark about how aptly the
elephants in the carving resembled the members of our family, each elephant clearly
standing for one member. Upon his departure at the end of his tenure, the staff then took it
upon themselves to gift an exact copy of the carving, produced by a woodcarver in the

town.

The encounter with these two items frames the visitor/dweller’s entry into the dining room,
as well as a view of the household extending beyond this room. The single step up and

into this space grants a form of physical separation and visual connection that demarcates
this boundary, a strategy of “framing” spaces that Beatriz Colomina observes in several of

Adolf Loos’ interiors.'® The conditions of this entrance scene in fact bear some

'% Beatriz Colomina, “Interior,” in Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design
Theory, ed. Lois Weinthal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011). P.484.
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resemblance to the way one encounters the dining room of Loos’ Moller House, which

Colomina notes as being the entrance into the social spaces of the house:

Openings are often screened by curtains, enhancing the stagelike effect. It
should also be noted that it is usually the dining room that acts as the stage,
and the music room as the space for the spectators. What is being framed is

the traditional scene of everyday domestic life."

Colomina identifies these social spaces as “theatre boxes” in Loos’ interiors for the
inhabitants to enact the daily performances and rituals of domesticity as a family. She
studies these residences in the context of theatrics, and in the process provides a script
where the domestic realm acts as a stage set awaiting its inhabitants. The domestic
interior is conceived as “a container of delicate moments”, some of which are performed by
inhabitants as well as visitors in these social spaces.'? Here, theatrical devices such as
framing allow these traces of occupation in the interior to be open to the gaze of the
inhabitant or visitor, who is then in a position of power, which is to observe these

moments.

In this house for elephants, the dining room is the first social space one would encounter,
and one that could potentially be viewed from the common corridor that is leading to it.
However, such an intrusion is thwarted because this entrance corridor was paid for and
appropriated with shoe cabinets. The sense of privacy and enclosure is further enforced by

the movements of the father within this spatial threshold, daily habits in which items 1 and

" Beatriz Colomina, “Interior,” in Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design
Theory, ed. Lois Weinthal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011). P.484.
'2 Beatriz Colomina, “Interior,” in Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design
Theory, ed. Lois Weinthal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011). P.475.
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2 are considered and a part of. It is the father’s use and perception of this space that
reinforces the distinction between inside and outside, private and public, the start and end

of the working day.

Over dinner, the family sits across from each other, with the father at the head of the table.
Sitting here affords him the privilege of observing everyone at the table. This position also
puts the father closest to the door, and it makes sense because the significance of him
coming home means that dinner can be served. It usually means that the last person who
is involved in the dinner programme of the day has come home. Thus, having this last
person seated here closes the work day that is framed between breakfast and a dinner
gathering. The father’s sitting position, given the proximities of this entrance space, also
partially blocks any convenient passage through this space and into the interior. He is in
the ideal position to monitor and offer entry or invitation to someone who wishes to pass
into the threshold of the house, along with the monitoring of movements within the interior
too. The narrowness of this passage frames a view of the interior, but in doing so, the
house also frames the viewer. Anybody entering this space encounters the person who
would be sitting here, who is himself playing a part in the daily scene of the family dinner.
This method of framing and guarding passage into the interior differs from Loos’
residences, for it is achieved primarily by the inhabitant. As Lois Weinthal observes, the

» 13

interior is “where personalisation begins, and the architect leaves”.™” In this case, the

inhabitant, through his configuration and use of space, becomes responsible for enforcing

'* Lois Weinthal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011).Lois Weinthal, Toward a
New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design Theory (New York: Princeton Architectural
Press, 2011). P.19.
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the protection of the engagements that happen in this private space at the end of the work

day.

Item 2 is at a comfortable height and distance for visitor and inhabitant alike to observe. In
these ways, the elephants hanging on the wall are a part of the familiarity with which the
father takes up this position in the house for the dinner programme, and appropriately
displayed for visitors and others to enter. When everybody who should be home is home,
then the father can sit back comfortably, not expecting anybody. Food is passed around,
anecdotes about the day are traded, and the front door stays shut for the remainder of the
day. A sense of security is enforced because the eye is directed towards the interior, and
the inhabitant likewise turns his/her back on the outside world. This sense of security in
this position is doubly significant because this carving originated from a military base in a
remote railway town in Thailand. Thus, the “elephants” enforce a sense of the father being
bounded within a single space and frame with four other family members that he can see,

just like the figurative elephants on the carving.

The wall that the father is facing in this position is also the external wall with the largest
unfenestrated surface area. This is the wall on which item 2 is displayed. Given the
narrowness of the entrance passageway, this wall becomes the ideal place to position a
display piece in the dining room. The inclusion of these “elephants” on this wall is
significant not just as mere signage or metaphor. Instead, the amenable surface area
lends it to personalisation. The expanse of the wall, which is largely unadorned, is read
against the scale of item 2. The external wall is a poché,™ the material mass of which

gives form to the spaces of the interior, and shapes perception of the surrounding space

' A poché refers to the walls, columns, and other solids of a building or the like, as
indicated on an architectural plan, usually in black.
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outside this “spatial wrapper”.'® These “elephants” not only occupy the poché, which itself
enforces a threshold between interior and exterior, but operates in the enforcement of this
distinguishment by the inhabitant’s placement of objects and furniture within this interior.
They deny occupancy of these thresholds - the wall itself, and the spatial thresholds
constructed within it - and enforce their polarity via the agency of the inhabitant-decorator.
The outer envelope of the house forms a spatial wrapper, and along with the
configurations of the domestic interior by the inhabitants, it completes a closing of the gap
between the outside and the inside, keeping the scenes of everyday domestic life firmly

private, grounded in this space, and enclosed.

Thus, the enforcement of this enclosure by the father is determined both by his sitting
position, as well as by the gaze he projects onto item 2. The father sits in a position that
demarcates a boundary, and this position is reinforced because his gaze is then
centralised upon this carving, which itself frames a figurative family that is hanging on the

physical enclosure of the interior that is the poché.

However, because the house represents these “elephants” in the differences that are
inherent in interpretation, it must thus be recognised that this representation of elephants
in a room would be interpreted differently by me. In this case, item 2 is recognised as a
sign on the wall, a display piece akin to the paintings that | have known in other dining
rooms before this: jigsaw puzzle pieces of Leonardo’s Last Supper called to mind the

stories associated with it. The carving of elephants is likewise interpreted as an extrinsic

'> Wolfgang Meisenheimer, “Of the Hollow Spaces in the Skin of the Architectural Body,” in
Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design Theory, ed. Lois Weinthal (New
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011). P.626.
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display element in this space, a sign in which the image is animated and accessed by

similar stories of the elephant in other spaces, stories that | have known.

My understanding of the dining room is that it is a significant social space where the family
gathers. The “elephants” that | see on the wall enforce my reading of this space through
the visual metaphor that they convey - that of a family framed in a single plane. It is
pertinent, ironic even, that this metaphor of reunification in a single, social space is given
significance in the light of a carving that itself originated from an unfamiliar period in my
understanding of a shared, familial history. Indeed, the visual metaphor allowed me to
interpret this dining room setting as a setting for the conclusive, triumphant realisation of a
narrative arch where the estranged family member is reunited with his/her family. This
came about because of the image of a family of elephants that concludes Walt Disney’s
animated feature Dumbo, the story of the flying elephant. The image of the adolescent
elephant on a journey of reunification with his family, to re-establish his place in a single
frame with this family, is powerfully represented in Disney’s animated film. It is a journey
whose ultimate triumphal conclusion of familial reunification is present in my interpretation

of this space in the house.

The spine of this narrative concerns Dumbo’s large ears, a disability that separates him
from society, the company of other elephants, and eventually his mother. Dumbo must
then re-establish the family unit through the performance of an extraordinary act, the
means to which he realises later on. This will enable the young elephant to overcome the

challenges facing him and create a family.

Dumbo is a film that relates this narrative through the display of two representation styles,

each born of animation traditions that operated simultaneously within Disney’s studio at
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the time - the “West Coast” and “East Coast” styles. The film can be read as much as a
negotiation of the title character’s desire to be reunited with his family, as it is about the
negotiation of two graphic styles being met in one narrative and onto a single frame and
screen. The “East Coast” style of animation emphasises the artificiality of characters, and
their presentation as products of a drawn nature. This was a style that was far less likely at
the time to demonstrate the moral homilies than that of the “West Coast” tradition.'® The
latter style lends itself to more naturalised figures, because the animation house that
produced it predominantly worked with the fable conventions of animal or child characters,
and was thus more likely to successfully visualise moral homilies than its East Coast
counterpart.” The naturalistic representation of elephants on the carving are similar to the
“West Coast” style, and it is this visual association that creates a connection between how
the film, and my interpretation of the carving in the dining room, displays the setting for this

narrative of familial reunification.

Dumbo’s realisation of his true talent - his ability to fly - offers the potential for him to fulfil
his desire to be united with family and to establish a more comfortable place for himself in
society. This moment of reunification is then represented in the naturalized West Coast
style, a triumph celebrated in tandem with a typical Disney restoration of family and
prosperity. Headlines frame the ending of the scene, a “Success Montage” - “Wonder

Elephant Soars to Fame”, “Miracle Mammoth Startles World”."®

'® Mark Langer, “Regionalism in Disney Animation: Pink Elephants and Dumbo,” Film
History 4, no. 4 (1990): 305-21.

" Mark Langer, “Regionalism in Disney Animation: Pink Elephants and Dumbo,” Film
History 4, no. 4 (1990): 305-21.

18 Begun on 31 March 1941, this ending was directed by Ben Sharpsteen.

Mark Langer, “Regionalism in Disney Animation: Pink Elephants and Dumbo,” Film History
4, no. 4 (1990): 305-21.
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The wooden carving similarly paints the space of the dining room in my perception of it,
through its representation of this theme of reunification in a singular frame, albeit one
carved by a woodcarver from Kanchanaburi. The carving is positioned as a prominent
spatial marker of this room, and this then informs the interpretation of this space differently

between different members of this household.

MINIATURE

S~

Figure 1.3: Items 2 and 3 in the dining room

When the dining table is cleared for dinner, one encounters item 3, a pair of porcelain

elephants you could hold in your palm. They were meant to hold fragrance sticks, which

27



we have hardly ever had at home owing to sinus problems in the family. The pair now act
as weights for newspapers, an important table-piece to have when your window, ten
storeys high, opens to a sea of low-rise housing, the wind blowing unhindered almost all
the way from the southern coast. We always start our mornings at this dining table, going
through the papers, each family member easing into the routines of their day. Come
evening, at the end of the work day, they are cleared to set the table for dinner, and the

two elephants retreat to the far side of the table.

The play in scale that is displayed by item 3 introduces users of this space to the idea of
the miniature and the gigantic, both of which describe the elephant image in this room. The
smallness of these porcelain elephants is one of the causes for wonder, for the human
imagination is drawn to extremes - the highest peak, the deepest sea, the tiniest artifact.™
An image of an elephant is a representation of the largest land animal in the world, of an
imposing presence upon which kings and temples have used in the past to elevate
themselves and their statuses. The miniature elephant ornament displays a rescaling of
that which is gigantic, and this in turn displays both a symbolic and a practical idea of the
manipulability of scale as interpreted household practices. In the domestic interior, item 3
reveals how the awareness of one’s sense of scale within the house enables the mother to

have control over spaces in the house at a scale she is familiar and comfortable with.

Julieanna Preston frames the interdisciplinary arena of “interiority” within the innerness of

interior design - and the body in this interior - as “the conscious and reflexive awareness of

'¥ Dagmar Motycka Weston, “Worlds in Miniature’: Some Reflections on Scale and the
Microcosmic Meaning of Cabinets and Curiosities,” Architectural Research Quarterly 13,
no. 1 (2009): 37-48, doi:10.1017/S135913550999008X.
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self, identity, community, and others within a social environment”.? In the case of these
miniatures in the house, this idea of interiority firstly shows that in the architecture of the
interior, the scale of the body is always present. The inhabitant perceives the domestic
interior through a scale that is directly related to the body. Objects and spaces are then
negotiated, resisted and manipulated in their relation to the scale of our bodily proportions.
The idea of scale helps us to consider what we can manipulate. Does an object make a
room look too small? Is it too heavy or bulky to move around? The miniature, by nature of
its dimensionality, can be easily manipulated and repositioned. However, its smallness
also makes it difficult to notice, unless the household provides specific uses for the body to

encounter this miniature.

This means that the body, and its reading of scale, takes on an important position in one’s
interpretation of this elephant ornament in the house. The body gives a physical means of
perceiving scale, and the thirty-four “elephants” in this interior are thus interpreted to be
manipulable miniatures of that which is shown to be gigantic in stories, in reality, and in the
imagination. The elephant becomes represented in an object that can be held in the palm,
easily lifted, shifted around for the dusting of cupboards. It puts this concept of scale in a

relatable dialogue with one’s body.

It is the mother who makes use of the manipulability of item 3 the most. Being at home the
most, she notices when the rain comes in and the windows must be closed, or when the
winds get too large and papers and tissue boxes topple off the table. Item 3 is familiar to

the mother because she has to come across the dinner table the most out of anyone in the

2 Mark Taylor and Julieanna Preston, eds., Intimus: Interior Design Theory Reader (West
Sussex, UK: Wiley-Academy, 2006). P.11.
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household, and reposition things where necessary. Item 3 is part of the repositioning of
objects on the dining table, a process that she is largely in control of. For example, the
mother would give directions for the table to be cleared, for plates and cutlery to be laid,
and it is to the dinner table that she calls the family members down for soup at night. The
mother is the warden of the layout of items on the table, for her benefit and also for others.
The twin elephants become familiar participants in these encounters, for they are small
and can be easily manipulated to exert agency over the use of the dining table. At the
same time, they are noticed and given importance because they are used to weigh lighter
things down. As the warden of these delicate moments that happen in the day-to-day of
the household, the mother exerts this agency through the manipulability of items that are

small in scale, and it is this agency that familiarises the mother with item 3.

As a metaphor, the miniature elephant may also be considered analogous to not just the
interior space, but also the time that passes within the household. The passing of time in
the household is marked by certain events, programmes that are unique to the house, and
all the members acclimatise themselves to this passage. Breakfast, for example, marks
the start of the day. Dinner ends the work day. Finishing work after dinner marks the end
of the day proper, when inhabitants retreat to bedrooms. What is fascinating about the
miniature in this case is that it plays a role in marking this passage of internal time and

programmes, and this helps us to notice it.

The house represents the miniature elephant to the mother as examples of how tiny items
are configured and manipulated by her to exert control over items, furniture, and use of
spaces that are of a relatively larger scale. They are, however, not a part of how other
people would use this space. The house thus represents these miniature elephants as

signifiers that are simultaneously distancing and familiar - the illuminate the space as one
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for encountering the scale of item 3 in its fascination and curiosity, sensations recalled in
stories where the scale of the elephant is manipulated, and we reimagine the elephant in

space, and the space in the elephant.

The space of the house becomes interpreted as akin to a cabinet of curiosities, which
presents miniatures in a collection. Miniatures in such spaces were often displayed as
much for their significance as symbolic surrogates or replicas as for their remarkable

marriage of scale and intricacy:

The miniature provides a new perspective on the visual world; things are so
small as to be untouchable... In addition to displaying astounding skill, such
miniatures were also objects of philosophical contemplation. In reaching the

limits of the visible, they seemed to contain infinity.*’

Miniaturisation is a demonstration of the rule of containment and encapsulation, which was
a governing principle of cabinets of curiosities.? By recognising the miniature quality of
these objects on display, one recognises a kind of serial containment: a miniature in a
drawer, a drawer within a shelf, a shelf within a house, which contains and encapsulates

these “elephants”.

The idea of containment and scalability of that which is symbolic - the elephant - can be

seen in the fictional and real landscapes of other, non-domestic spaces. The Elephant of

% Dagmar Motycka Weston, “Worlds in Miniature’: Some Reflections on Scale and the
Microcosmic Meaning of Cabinets and Curiosities,” Architectural Research Quarterly 13,
no. 1 (2009): 37-48, doi:10.1017/S135913550999008X.

2 Dagmar Motycka Weston, “Worlds in Miniature’: Some Reflections on Scale and the
Microcosmic Meaning of Cabinets and Curiosities,” Architectural Research Quarterly 13,
no. 1 (2009): 37-48, doi:10.1017/S135913550999008X.
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the Bastille in Paris and the Elephantine Colossus at Coney Island are two notable
representations of the elephant that entered the public sphere as forms of novelty
architecture in the nineteenth century, examples of structures that were part sculpture and
part monument. Conversely to the example illustrated in the house, these historical
“elephants” were monuments that exaggerated the size of the animal in order to affect
both the space around these “elephants” as well as the space within them. In the case of
the latter, the expanse of space around it meant that an equally large presence had to
dominate the landscape and draw the attention of visitors. In Les Miserables, Victor Hugo
reimagines the former as a cosy shelter for an orphan, because the space outside of the
“elephant” is threatening and uninviting to the downtrodden of society. Both examples
display the role of the elephant-image in realising new and imaginative perspectives on the

things and beings we encounter in the visual world.

The Elephantine Colossus, otherwise known as the Elephant Hotel, was a tourist attraction
on Coney Island built in the shape of an elephant. It was designed by James Lafferty, an
inventor who had the unique distinction of having a total of three elephant-shaped
buildings to his name. It was completed in 1885, two years before the Statue of Liberty
was installed, and was said to be the first artificial structure visible to immigrants arriving to

the United States.®

The oddly-shaped rooms of this colossal elephant initially played host to a hotel, concert
hall, and amusement bazaar. When the fad and charm surrounding it faded, however, it
saw out its final years as a brothel. The front legs of the elephant housed a cigar store,

while its back legs contained the entrance via a circular stairway. The belly housed a

% |ouis J. Parascandola and John Parascandola, A Coney Island Reader: Through Dizzy
Gates of lllusion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014). P.286.
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concert hall and events bazaar, while a museum took up what would have been its left
lung. Its head was an observatory while its eyes were telescopes; from here visitors could
climb up and survey the surrounding city. Dubbed the Eighth Wonder of the World by its
designer, the Elephant Hotel embodied all of Coney Island’s tacky, carnival-like charm at

the time.?*

The trend for building inhabitable pachydermoid structures gained steam as novelty
architecture became a more popular style in the United States, spreading to the rest of the
world at the start of the twentieth century. Lafferty’s Lucy the Elephant can still be found in
Atlantic City today, having been designated a National Historic Landmark in 1976. The
extravagant garden setting of the famous Moulin Rouge cabaret in Paris was likewise
adorned with a colossal elephant. Baz Luhrmann’s 2001 motion picture Moulin Rouge!
features a set replica which houses the boudoir of Nicole Kidman’s character, the

courtesan Satine.

The physical characteristics of the elephant understandably stood out and called out to
owners who desired to attract passing motorists and city-dwellers to these cultural
establishments. Yet the manipulation of its image was not reserved solely for touristy
spectacle. The people of Paris had in fact played host to another colossal elephant in their

city — the Elephant of the Bastille.

Napoleon Bonaparte, the first emperor of France, conceived the idea for the Elephant of
the Bastille in 1808. Napoleon was involved in the planning for many urban regeneration

projects in Paris, and was particularly fond of monuments to his victories. The colossal

2 | ouis J. Parascandola and John Parascandola, A Coney Island Reader: Through Dizzy
Gates of lllusion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014). P.284.
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bronze pachyderm was intended to be cast from guns captured at the Battle of Friedland,
and placed in the Place de la Bastille. However, only a full-scale plaster model was built on
the site, outliving the end of Napoleon’s reign and eventually removed in 1846. Simon
Schama later wrote that the Elephant of the Bastille was like a symbol of the failed hopes

of the French Revolution.?®

At twenty-four metres in height, the model itself became a recognizable monument. It was
immortalized by Victor Hugo in his novel Les Misérables, in which it is used as a shelter by
the street urchin Gavroche. While few accounts of contemporary public perception of the

elephant are available, Hugo began his account by describing it as a grotesque horror:

It was falling into ruins; every season the plaster which detached itself from its
sides formed hideous wounds upon it... There it stood in its corner, melancholy,
sick, crumbling, surrounded by a rotten palisade... It was unclean, despised,
repulsive, and superb, ugly in the eyes of the bourgeois, melancholy in the eyes
of the thinker, having about it a contradictory quality of garbage waiting to be

swept away and majesty waiting to be beheaded.?

Hugo presented the image of the decaying plaster elephant as a visual metaphor for a
bloated regime whose military conquests had overstretched its resources. The monument
itself had seemingly ceased to be relevant to the populace who came across it in Hugo’s
novel (“No one knew precisely what it meant”). The grandiose expansion plans for
Napoleon’s First French Empire were put to an end a year after the plaster model was

completed.

% Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution (London: Random
House, 1989) p.81.

% Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, trans. Norman Denny (London: Penguin Books, 1982).
P.821.
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The novel then takes a turn when Hugo democratizes this colossal monument to conquest
by writing it as a shelter that accepts Gavroche, the lowly street urchin and societal
“pigmy”. He compares Napoleon’s intention to “embody the soul of the people in that
prodigious elephant” with a divine intervention whereby “God had done something greater
with it, He had made it a dwelling for a child”. The elephant, “an extravagant monument to

the fantasy of an emperor”, had ironically become the hide-out of an urchin.

The Elephant of the Bastille in Hugo’s novel thus took on a different manner of importance
as compared to the intentions for its real-life counterpart. Hugo wrote into its curious
construction and nature a memorable shelter, complete with hidden entrances, niches to
weather the nights, and tools to keep scavenging vermin at bay. This marks a shift in
significance for the representation of the elephant in space: from a monument to political
and military victories (to which Parisians in the novel appear to express a common

indifference), to a giving abode for street urchins in need.

The re-scaled “elephants” in both of these examples challenged people’s perspectives on
the things they could encounter spatially in the visual world. In a similar way, the house
becomes illuminated as a space which the inhabitant familiarises him/herself with by
means of bodily proportion in relation to objects, walls, ceilings and windows. The idea of
scalability allows one to perceive the space of the household as one which can then
physically contain a collection of miniatures, some of which are representative of much
larger things which are ultimately scaled down to be interpreted at a comfortable scale. It
also specifically grants the mother manipulability over items that help her watch over and

maintain the household.

35



COLLECTION

)

\ =\@u® (=

l Tk
A %L!
&’J 5] Og° [ ]

/

CL— e WW | /W
D 1 A | | o —~
= Ei i |

Figure 1.4: Items 4 and 5 in the living room.

Our living room is partially bounded by a white lkea shelving unit, a seven-by-seven grid of
cuboid shelves that my mother refers to as ‘“the tic-tac-toe cupboard”. As a guest, this is
where you will pause before being offered a seat on the sofa, or one of the armchairs
facing it. A total of twenty-one of our “elephants” can be found nesting on this cupboard.
The top row houses what is possibly the most illustrious of these elephant-related gifts,
and the hardest to spot owing to its placement - item 4. It is a framed set of six elephants,

adorned with jewels and set against five square seas of black. Each of these elephants is
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depicted with their trunks up, and bedecked with either ornamented carpets or howdahs®’
on their backs. My mother tells me that they prefer it be displayed high up on the shelf, a
curiosity too distant for visitors to politely observe, so as not to make our home decor too

extravagant or excessively boastful.

Taking pride of place next to item 4 are other gifts related to the military: a model of the
bridge over the River Kwai, a custom chess set, a clay jar from Australia, along with a
sculpture of a seated elephant - item 5. My father and mother are particularly fond of item

5, as it reminds them of the kindness of the couple who presented it to them.

These trophies on shelves are to be looked at, and not physically interacted with. They do
not individually dictate the movements of inhabitants, or directly involve themselves in daily
rituals. They do not have a reason to be moved at all. However, because of their
collectivity, the shelf becomes understood not solely as a divider delineating the living
room, but also as a unit where trophies and photographs are presented - accumulated
possessions that cannot be discarded or traded. The shelf puts objects on display, a
presentation that is akin to a museum or catalogue that is curated by the occupants of the
flat. It also presents the bulk of the “elephants” in this house. Collectively, the images of
these twenty-one elephants make the shelf narrate an idea of how the elephant-image is
domesticated in the house. Trophies, gifts, and collectibles are re-appropriated in this
presentation. The image is encountered here within an assemblage that is on display. This
collection marks the nexus in this house for multiple narratives to be presented in one
space, the place where history, personal encounters, and stories are represented in space

and possession.

2 A howdah is a seat for riding on the back of an elephant or camel, typically with a
canopy and accommodating two or more people.
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Thais often say that Thailand is shaped like an elephant, with the head representing most
of the country and the long, thin southern part of the country representing the elephant's
trunk.'” It is a national symbolic image. The Thai prerogative to domesticate elephants,
and collect more, can be explained (and has been represented) in three ways: through its
usage as an emblem of monarchy, its place in religious iconography, and a history of
domesticating this animal of the land. The elephant-image thus becomes a thing to be
accumulated and displayed. These prerogatives will now be examined in an attempt to
compare them to the inherent desire displayed in this flat - of passionate collecting and

display.

The elephant image becomes a symbol for monarchy in Thailand to establish the idea of
control over territory - the people, environment, and animals in that territory are all the
King’s subjects. The white elephant in particular is used as an image to bolster a
monarch’s right to rule. Several Southeast Asian countries, particularly Myanmar, Thailand
and Cambodia, subscribe to the correlation of the white elephant as a marker of sovereign
right to rule over territory and country. According to Hindu Brahmanic belief, if a monarch
possessed one or more ‘white’ elephants, it was “a glorious and happy sign”.28 In Thailand,
white elephants carry a sacred and royal symbolism, elevating the status of Kings who
have had more presented formally before them. The military junta in Myanmar made the
announcement of their finding of white elephants in 2001 and 2002, which was seen by
opponents as an attempt to bolster support for the regime.?® The possession of the

elephant image thus indicated a stronger affiliation to these ideas with its accumulation.

%8 Chula Chakrabongse, Lords of Life (London: Alvin Redman Limited, 1960). P.10.
2 Taw Taw, “Rare White Elephant Promises Prosperity”, Burmanet News, 2003,
http://www.burmanet.org/bnn_archives/2003/20030217.txt. (accessed 30 July 2016)
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In his essay Shooting an Elephant, George Orwell presents the elephant as an animal
native to the foreign land encountered by the narrator, a colonial policeman in British
Burma. Imperialism is represented as a double-edged sword that inflicts damage on both
parties in imperialistic relationships, where resentment and distrust on both sides breeds a
mutually degrading relationship. The dying elephant in the story can be read as a
metaphor for the condition of the countries they are native to, colonised countries that

Orwell describes as being “stricken, shrunken, immensely old”.*°

The protagonist learns that an elephant is on a murderous rampage through a bazaar, and
arrives at the scene ready to shoot the beast. Upon finding the animal calmed, tamed and
harmlessly standing in a field, he then realises that the growing Burmese mob would mock
him in his capacity as agent of control if he failed to kill it. The narrator’s conscience is
further tortured after the shooting by the sight of the elephant dying slowly in agony. The
killing of the rogue elephant, however, is then justified differently by the various
stakeholders. The mob of locals (with the beast’s owner absent) insist upon killing the
beast, possibly in response to the damage to their village, or simply out of a taste for
venting a collective resentment against an arbitrary victim, as the narrator reflects. The
political conflict in the aftermath of the narrated shooting also comes from a difference in
opinion regarding the validity of killing a working elephant as a response to the death of a
lowly ‘coolie’. This was deemed by some as a disproportionate exchange, because of the
elephant’s value as a working animal. Orwell himself noted that a live elephant would be
worth at least a hundred pounds, whereas a dead one would only be worth the value of its
tusks - “five pounds, possibly”. It is interesting to observe that the valuation of the animal in
this narrative displays a far less romantic association that people may hold with it. Here,

the elephant is a symbol of something far less grand: a working animal to the Burmese

% George Orwell, Shooting an Elephant (London: New Writing, 1936) p.2.
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farmer, a nuisance to be tamed by the British law enforcer, a mammoth reduced to the
value of its tusks by the guilt-stricken narrator. It is a possession that is accumulated, or

discarded, primarily by virtue of its direct economic value to its owner.

The English poet James Kirkup offers a foreign perspective of visiting early 20th century
Bangkok as a means of encountering the religious iconography of this animal in an exotic,
fascinating spectacle. In a series of travel books on East Asia, Kirkup writes of the
ornament in Thai religious architecture as building blocks of an overwhelming spectacle.
He cites his first encounter with the Temple of the Dawn, Wat Arun, which had an effect “of
all-inclusive, ravishing miniature detail of decoration on a colossal scale.” Travelling in a
boat on the klong (canals) of Bangkok, Kirkup writes of the “vastness” of the sky, and his
relative “lowness on the water”. It is a position by which the objects of his fancy come into
clearer view as his boat approaches the temple. Here, the vast, steep steps and stairways,
the domes and the tower reveal the “pretty crackle of broken crockery,” precious porcelain,

and revered objects.

The three-headed elephant Erawan was ensconced in a chip-china niche
halfway up the main tower. Gilded Buddhas, rampant, couchant and cross-
legged, were concealed in small glass and mosaic and china-encrusted

chambers in the four side towers, where there were notices in Thai script...*’

The exotic ‘otherness’ of the spectacle, of the entire assemblage, is expressed in a
language and tone demonstrative of a Western notion of ‘Orient’ as a paradise, or garden

of Eden for tourists. A place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and

31 James Kirkup. “The Floating Market.” In Descriptions of Old Siam, ed. Michael Smithies
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). P.300.
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landscapes, remarkable experiences.** The ornament is “ravishing”, charming the traveller

with its detail and curious assemblage.

Part of the writer’s curious fascination with the ornamental object is its presentation as a
piece in the ornate, ornamental, textured practices of another land. The temple is
composed of pieces of broken crockery and porcelain - “whole dishes and tea sets” - that
Kirkup recognizes. The “pretty crackle” that he describes are characteristic ornate floral
mosaics made from broken, multihued Chinese porcelain, a common temple
ornamentation in the early Ratanakosin period, when Chinese ships calling at the port of

Bangkok discarded tones of old porcelain as ballast.

It is this assemblage of discarded porcelain that houses and essentially shields the more
sacred ornaments within the temple - sculptures of Erawan® in niches, for example.
Objects “ensconced” and “concealed” among the mass of chipped porcelain. Yet the
sacred, sheltered religious elephant ornament is also open to mass appropriation and
consumption in the form of souvenir shops peddling wares of their like. This leaves the
ornament open to acts of domestication and appropriation when presented against the
texture of another culture. This re-appropriates the elephant-image in another collection,
another form of re-presentation entirely: it invites the collection into the domestic interior,

away from the temples on the river.

Kirkup’s form of representation reveals the danger of reading this collection by lumping the
image of the elephant into a category of ‘otherness’ that would make separate images lose

their distinction. Ziauddin Sardar argues that the dominant epistemology of the West

%2 Edward W. Said. Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London: Penguin,
1978). P.45.
¥ Erawanis a mythological white elephant that carries the Hindu god, Shiva.
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“lumps together the vast diversity of peoples all over the world into one gigantic category
of Otherness, so that the distinctiveness of a particular Other...(is) lost in the generality
shared with all Others, that of being different...from the West”.* This cautions the viewer
against looking at the elephant ornament and image simply from the position of
encountering a relic from a foreign culture. There is a specificity to these ornaments and
their images, and the shelf is a catalogue that has to be read in this way too. The trophies
on the shelf are pieces from the ornate, textured practices of other lands, but does their
accumulation define the house against the ‘other’ of the external world? Are they
emblematic of a drive to categorise, classify and order the world into a totality universal in

scope, and universally intelligible?

The narration of these trophies, elephants on the shelf, is therefore also an inquiry into
how transnationalism and transculturalism are enacted through these objects in the
domestic interior. These are concepts that are widely understood as referring to the
multiple activities -- economic, political, cultural, personal - that require sustained contacts
and travel across national (and subsequently cultural) borders. Studies in transnationalism
problematize conventional understandings of homes and communities as stable, spatially
fixed locations, from which migrants depart and in which they relocate ‘new’ homes. Sara
Ahmed proposes that home need not be conceptualized as a fixed space, rather, that it
can be experienced as both strange and familiar. In fact, home may even be experienced
as unhomely, a strategic and useful translation of Freud’s notion of unheimlich (the
uncanny) by postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha. According to Bhabha, home does not

remain the domain of domestic life, nor does the world become its social or historical

* David Morley, Home Territories: Media, Mobility and Identity (New York: Routledge,
2002). P.232.
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counterpart. The unhomely is “the shock of recognition of the world-in-the-home, the

home-in-the-world”.*®

The order dictating the presentation of these transnational and transcultural ornaments on
a shelf can thus reveal how the invasion of the flat by these foreign objects makes it
possible that one would experience being at “home” here as both strange and familiar.
Jacques Soulillou offers that ornamental display does not have an order unto itself, but
instead reveals (or upsets) the order of a space. He defines one of the formal means of
preventing ornamental display from degenerating into chaos as containment in a more or
less defined grid system, or grille ou maillage.* Without such a system, which we often
notice implicitly in ornamental display, the display would appear harder to read. What
happens when viewing this collection in a gridded shelf is that it allows connections and
comparisons to be clearly made between these household ornaments. The viewer sees
the collection as curated by the inhabitant, presented side by side in their similarities and
differences. This presentation positions the elephant ornament as a catalyst for realising
that the flat embodies “home” in both its familiarity and unfamiliarity: where the intimacy of
family portraits is presented alongside “elephants” whose images are associated with

peoples, cultures and stories of distant lands.

The “elephants” on these shelves thus implicate the viewer/dweller into considering his/her
position, in front of the shelf and in the house, against a sense of unfamiliarity brought
about by the shock of the above recognition. The world first shrinks (because one is

feeling in one’s palm the smallness of these ornaments in the intimacy of the house), and

* Homi K. Bhabha, “The World and the Home”, in Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation,
and Postcolonial Perspectives, ed. Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti, and Ella Shohat
(Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1997). P.445.

% Jacques Soulilou, “Ornament and Order”, in Intimus: Interior Design Theory Reader, ed.
Mark Taylor, Julieanna Preston (West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Academy, 2006). P.314.
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then expands enormously (because these ornaments are miniaturised surrogates of
mammoths from distant lands and cultures, and on then realises the uncanny literary and
social effects of enforced cultural relocation). The familiar notion of “home” is not exclusive
to being conceptualised in the domestic interior, and the largeness of the external world is
no longer diametrically opposite to the space of the flat and of the individual. The elephant
ornaments challenge the hegemonic understanding of “home” as a fixed location when the
dweller sees in them a conception of the familiarity of “home” coming from a place that he
himself did not encounter. In their collectivity, they threaten to make the house embody the

duality of familiarity and strangeness, of heimlich and unheimlich.

CONCLUSION

The stories that | have encountered and the images | have studied all do reside in the flat,
in the form of these elephant ornaments. They are examples of how a viewer or visitor who
is unacquainted with their role in the family’s personal history could form associations with
their image in space. These stories thus make the image of these “elephants” in the house
possibly familiar and accessible. It is the house, however, which becomes curiously
unfamiliar to a visitor, because the spatial intuition by which occupants perceive and use
the interior is unknown to him/her. S/he cannot perceive the how the delicate moments
that happen beyond the front door are played out in the spaces of the house throughout
the day, with each inhabitant exerting his/her agency in space in different ways. A visitor to
this space can only see how the accumulation and arrangement of the “elephants” in the

house provide clues as to how the inhabitants use space, live in it, and “leave traces” of
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their living.>” The house represents the differences in these interpretations of the elephant-

image in domestic space.

In the spaces of the rooms narrated above, their form, structure and programme are
perceived and used uniquely by the highlighted inhabitants in ways which manipulate
certain properties about these spaces. The positioning in the house of the elephant
ornaments is both a participant and a narrator of these spatial reconfigurations. Inhabitants
familiarise themselves with the image because they interpret them as being a part of how
space is conceived and perceived - manipulable scale for the mother, reinforcing
boundaries for the father. This shows how the architectural systems of space, structure
and programme are submerged and overwritten by the presence of an overall symbolic

form - that of a house containing thirty-four “elephants”.

There are two conditions which would make these “elephants” in the room unfamiliar to
others: viewers who do not live in this house and are thus not privy to the spatial uses that
place these “elephants” where they are, and viewers who live in this house, but to whom
these ordering principles are not a part of how they live in this domestic space. The image
of the elephant ornament makes the space both familiar and distancing to these viewers,
because the ornament is applied independently of space, structure, and programme, and
is then read as a sign applied extrinsically. The house presents the elephant-image only in
the difference that is inherent in its associated narratives and visual interpretation. The
authors of Learning from Las Vegas similarly emphasized that because architecture

“depends in its perception and creation on past experience and emotional association”, its

% Graeme Brooker, The Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design (London:
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013).
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symbolic and representational elements may skew spatial perception when they appear
contradictory to the form, structure, and programme with which they are combined. While
these experiences and emotional associations are intrinsic to how certain members of the
household placed these “elephants” in the room, they can only be accessed by others as
literary “bibelots” that ultimately reflect the enchanting yet distancing effect when these

stories are related in the comfortable spaces of a home.

By being a space of difference that embodies both familiarity and unfamiliarity in the
images that direct spatial perception, the house is thus perfectly placed to critique how
different members of the same household conceptualise and perceive the house that they
share. There are differences in the understanding of what makes a house a “home”, and
what threatens this association. For some, the familiarity and security of home is
reinforced because these “elephants” are familiar to them in story, lineage and usage, and
are participative in how they individually reinforce agency in the exclusivity of the domestic
sphere. For me, | read the “elephants” as a collection of extrinsic symbols which reveal
“home” to associate itself with spaces, stories and experiences that exist outside of the
exclusive domain of the domestic sphere. That is why the “elephants” make the house an
unfamiliar home to me. They collectively reconfigure space for other members of the
household, thereby enacting an uprooting and regrounding in my interpretation of home,

and a reconfiguration of the domestic space harboring its associations.
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