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PLEASE PASS THE EFFIGY
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'M EATING PEZ
Icandies at my drafting

table—pull the rabbit
head back by the ears and it
ejects a tiny pink brick from
its throat—when I start to
look around the house. Lucian
Bernhard’s cat is waving its
paw at me from a box of
rubber heels on the bookshelf; the Virgin Mary prays
nonstop from her candle on the mantle; a Mexican Day
of the Dead skull smokes a cigarette atop my computer
monitor. Everywhere I look there are packages with images
of animals and people, symbols really, engaged in the
business of storytelling.
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Of course the primary story these images tell is a plug for
their respective products: “Buy me.” But commerce is only
one of their narratives and, as some of these products are
no longer made or sold, it may not even be a relevant one.
The stories that interest me are those that resonate apart
from consumerism: folk tales, religious or cultural myth
and fantasy.

But how is Lucian Bernhard’s cat a narrative? It “tells

a story” insofar that it triggers my imagination. [ want to
know: Does it have a name? Does it have any friends?
What do they do on weekends?

Shape as Symbol: Giving the Package Life

Packaging at its most basic should contain and identify

its contents. Beyond this, however, are limitless possibilities
for embellishment and narrative. One possibility is the shape
of the package itself.

Two packages that amuse me no end are the honey bear
from E. F. Lane & Son and the soap bubble bear (Pustefix
Zauberbdr) from Germany. These squeezable plastic figures
are not just receptacles for honey and soap, but are person-
alities in their own right; one fully expects these two to
serve honey and blow their own soap bubbles, as well as
gossip after hours. These packages are not examples of
anthropomorphism —attributing human characteristics to
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animals —but rather of a kind

of animism, in which a life
force is infused into an inan-
imate object. (This echoes
the Native American prac-
tice of carving or painting
effigies of animals on every-
day, utilitarian objects to

imbue them with the powers and
attributes of the animal.)

Simple, jar-like containers function as well as bear-shaped
ones in terms of holding honey and soap, but inanimate
objects do not engage the mind like the animate, and my
four-year-old neighbor Thomas will tell you as much.
When I showed him the bears he uttered a “Hey cool!”
several times, and then proceeded to make them talk and,
to some degree, live. “I’'m the honey man!” said one bear;
“I’m the bubble man!” said the other. Meanwhile, Thomas
completely ignored the more typical jar of honey sitting
on the table.

A surprisingly animate package is the six and one-half
ounce Coca-Cola bottle introduced in 1916. This bottle
design is so distinctive that in 1960 the U.S. Patent Office
recognized it as a trademark in and of itself, separate from
the name and logotype. But what is the significance of its
form? What is the narrative implied in its unusual shape?
In his book, Symbols of America, Hal Morgan reports that
“the fluted sides and bulging middle [of the bottle] were
intended to suggest the shape of a cola nut.” This is an
interesting idea, but a laughable one; the walnut-like shell
of the kola nut looks nothing like the bottle. Whether
intentional or not, the shape actually evokes a human form
and, more specifically, a female form; the undulating
shape of the Coke bottle is similar to the highly stylized
statuettes of female deities produced by Greek and
Cycladic artists in the period between 2500 and 2000 B.C.
Thought to be fertility fetishes, these statuettes gracefully
accentuate the upper body and hips, thereby creating a
silhouette not unlike the soda bottle. Further feminine
associations come from the Coca-Cola company itself:












