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Sensory Ethnography of a Middle Class Dining Room, Toronto 2007
The dining room in question is small, only about 12 by 14 feet. The north wall opens up into the kitchen, while the west wall opens out into the hallway, via a set of recently added French doors. The walls were painted a pale green colour a few years ago, replacing the eggshell white colour that preceded it. The floor is a pale hardwood, covered by a pink and white carpet framed by a flowery border. In the center of the carpet sits a dark wooden table covered with a white tablecloth and surrounded by six chairs. 
The goods on display in the living room tend to be purely decorative, most having been purchased recently. There are no antiques or hand-me-downs among the decorations in the room. Likewise, there are no photographs of family members in the room; rather, two reproductions of impressionist paintings hang on the walls, comprising the only images in the room. This may be related to the fact that it is a room rarely used: perhaps twice a year family members convene here for dinner, and only when extended family gatherings take place, upon special occasions such as holidays or birthdays. 

The goods in the room can be divided into two categories: those that are intentionally put on display, and those that are being stored in the drawers and cabinets in the room. I will begin with some descriptions of the goods on display. 

A white lace tablecloth partially covers the dark wooden bureau against the west wall, above which hangs a silver framed mirror. Four decorative items rest upon the table, many of them testifying to the disorganized and seemingly unplanned nature of the display: one Nachtmann brand candleholder which has mistakenly been placed upside-down (Fig.1), a two-tone green glass vase filled with a bouquet of dusty plastic flowers, a decorative souvenir mug from Cuba, and a Christmas figurine of a golden, glittery reindeer, although Christmas had come and gone nearly two months ago by this time (Fig. 2). Also on the corner of the bureau is a small dish from the Melia Cayo Guillermo hotel, where the son lived while he worked in Cuba for most of 2006.   
In the center of the dining table sits a small symmetrical display of pink plastic flowers in a white square vase flanked by two white candlesticks in matching floral wreath holders (Fig. 3). On the corner of the table someone has left a small souvenir dish from New York City with a red apple in the middle – the woman of the house does not remember where this came from. On the side of the table is a green metal bowl filled with a variety of realistically reproduced plastic fruit, moved from its previous home on the kitchen table when a real bowl of fruit took its place some years ago.  
In the dark wooden display case in the corner are a variety of glasses interspersed with two Royal Doulton “Pretty Lady” figurines, their authenticity tags still dangling from their arms. Both figurines are dressed in Victorian era clothing, one clutching her red dress and hat as the wind attempts to whisk it away, the other smiling demurely in an ornate yellow dress as she takes her large brown dog for a walk (Figs. 4-5). A clock in the shape of a teapot, a Christmas gift to the mother from a friend, is placed in the middle of the cabinet, although it has stopped ticking long ago. The display case is otherwise filled with a variety of wine and champagne glasses, also quite dusty, probably due to lack of use.  

There is also a small liquor cabinet in the corner of the room, which holds a variety of spirits, as well as a bottle of wine in a translucent fabric bag commemorating a recent baptism and a collection of shot glasses. 
Most of the items in storage are located in the bureau. In the top drawer is a collection of two-toned gold/silver cutlery, many of them still in the small clear plastic bags they were purchased in (Fig. 6). As these items have been used a few times already, one assumes that either some of them have been placed back in the plastic bags after use, or that not all of the set has been used yet. Similarly, another set of cutlery is stored in one of the lower drawers, still in its box and wrapped in plastic and ribbons. A box of red tealights also rests unused in its package along with the cutlery. The goods in other drawers are similarly wrapped in the packages they came in, such as a collection of gold rimmed glasses (Fig. 7), a set of floral placeholders, and a set of silver napkin rings (Fig. 8), and a collection of gold plates. Also remaining in its package is a gold candle from the year 2000 celebrations which remained unused, and will likely not find a useful purpose in the near or far future.  

As for the general decorative themes of the room there are a few: flowers are one, appearing on the carpet, the dining table, the bureau, the curtains, in the paintings on the wall, and on the table cloth patterns. The mother says that there she wanted to make certain that everything in the room was coordinated: first came the flowered curtains, and after that she decided to follow the theme and add a few more floral elements, coordinating the colours along the way. She bought these items at different times, so that when she was out on a shopping excursion and saw something that would go well with the theme, she would buy it and incorporate it within the room. 

A second is the obvious attention to keeping things in their original packaging, both before and even after they have been used. Labels and tags were also kept on the Royal Doulton figurines as a way to verify their authenticity as collectables. However, this does not always seem to be a deliberate action: the Nachtmann label seems to have been left on the upside-down candleholder out of neglect rather than purposely. Similar actions are apparent outside of the suburbs, specifically on the cutting edge of international youth hip hop fashion. In 2005, the BBC first reported the fashion trend of leaving tags and labels on one’s clothing as a way to signify the high cost and the newness of the items one is wearing. This trend has since been observed in other major cities around the world, where one can experience the not so uncommon sight of a trend-conscious teenager trekking through an urban landscape wearing a pair of brand name sunglasses, price tag swinging along the corner of his or her face, as it happily dangles from one arm of the glasses. 
The woman of the house explains the more utilitarian reasons for why she decided to leave things in their packaging in this room, and not in the other rooms of the house: “I leave them there for convenience – those things belong in the dining room. They’re extra special things that we don’t use every day…these are the special napkins and candleholders. And the cutlery might tarnish, so I leave it in the plastic so it doesn’t tarnish. The things you use every day you wouldn’t leave in boxes because you use it often. For every day we have every day dishes, and for special occasions we have special dishes. So we keep the best china in its boxes in the dining room cabinet.”      
A third is the lack of goods carrying any personal significance or history, such as family photos or things inherited from relatives. The mother rationalizes this by explaining that the room is too small for family pictures, and that if it was a bigger room she may have placed some photos there. As it is, those remain in the living room. When I ask her if any of the goods in the room have any particular significance, or if anything had been passed down through family members, she replies: “no, nothing was passed down, what could be passed down? Everything we have we worked for.” By this, the woman of the house refers to the fact that both her and her husband had come to Toronto as immigrants in the 1960s and 70s. They had been unable to bring much with them, and had largely accumulated whatever they owned upon arriving in Canada.  This may be one major reason for the excess of new goods in the room.           
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Fig. 1: Nachtmann Candleholder
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Fig. 2: Cuba Mug and Reindeer
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Fig. 3: Floral Candleholders
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Fig. 4: Royal Doulton A
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Fig. 5: Royal Doulton B
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Fig. 6: Cutlery

[image: image6.jpg]Coannebery

Scented Tealite
Chaufle-Thé Pastumées





Fig. 7: Glasses in Boxes
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Fig. 8: Napkin Rings
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