
“This was all I knew—past tense—
about this stone for all the years I had 
it, always sitting somewhere in my 
living space as a visual worry stone. 
Then I encountered the idea that there 
might be a ‘secret life of objects.’”

The circular stone is handsome in 
its way. The blank notebook page it 
rests on suggests its size: a uniform 

two-and-a-half inches in diameter, just under 
two inches tall, the size and shape of a biscuit 
baked by a dab hand. It holds its space firmly, 
with no flash. Medium gray with a tan cast, 
out of the corner of the eye it could be taken 
for a plump lithop. It fits in a cupped hand 
with the solidity and heft of a broken-in 
baseball. The stone is smooth overall, but not 
unbroken, not perfectly symmetrical. Like 
the moon, to whose dusty surface it is close in 
color, it is more pock-marked and cratered on 
one side than on the other. Several sections 
have been lost, possibly to erosion, as it was 
being bored out, or by impacts after; a few 
small, shallow round holes dot its surface, as 
if some softer material had once been present 
then washed away. It is a core sample, part of 
what would have been a very tall column of 
stone extracted by a mining company hunting 
for fields of natural gas in northern Michigan.

This was all I knew—past tense—about this 
stone for all the years I had it, always sitting 
somewhere in my living space as a visual 
worry stone. Then I encountered the idea that 
there might be a “secret life of objects.” I was 
familiar with the modern notion that anything 
and everything can be “read,” meanings 
and implications pointed out, that if we are 
alert, we’ll see that we are surrounded by a 
library for the use of thought and from which 
everything that is can be checked out and read. 
But that objects might have “secret lives” was 
an idea I’d never considered, and it drew me in. 
The core sample came to mind. I soon came to 
see that, as inert as it is, it may hold any number 
of secrets, some of which are being kept from 
others who might see it in passing, and others 
being kept even from me. That is, the phrase 

prompted me to change some things I simply 
didn’t know (a bland category; an immense, 
slow-moving herd) into secrets, much more 
lively and interesting mental creatures.

Secrets don’t come pre-assembled. We don’t 
discover secrets, we always create them—or 
not. It always depends on how deeply we 
want to drill into the subject (which can be 
an object) at hand. Not that seeing secrets in 
things is strictly voluntary. It is a reflection, 
and a consequence, of our individual level of 
needed complexity, the absolute individual 
whorls of the scale of how much complexity 
we have to have in our lives to feel at peace 
with ourselves. That need is, it would appear, 
part of our firmware, a basic, pre-installed 
component of our personality—secret even 
to ourselves until we are confronted with 
the question of whether or not to engage 
with a complex problem. We create secrets 
(hide them in things like Easter eggs in grass) 
because we need to.

Still, we all understand that every secret, 
once it is created, doesn’t necessarily need 
to be revealed, solved, and that not all of 
them should be. Ralph Waldo Emerson, Ur-
Transcendentalist, American champion of 
finding wisdom in Nature, felt that some 
secrets should be let be, for one’s continuing 
peace of mind. On the subject of the secrets 
of Nature he wrote, “Neither does the wisest 
man extort her secret, and lose his curiosity 
by finding out all her perfection.” Secrets 
of nature are, as I read this sentence, an 
all-surrounding sea we need to immerse 
ourselves in in order to remain intellectually 
buoyant. But then, Emerson also pointed out 
that no single part of Nature—tree, river, 
flower—shows us Nature itself complete, and 
in fact gives us a feeling of “odd jealousy” for 
not being able to capture it, of having come to 
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a moment of attention too late and so having 
just missed it: “The present object shall give 
you this sense of stillness that follows a 
pageant which has just gone by.” Any single 
part of this pageant “does not seem to be 
Nature. Nature is still elsewhere.” This or that 
particular element, that is, is only outskirt 
and reflection of something far-off. I felt that 
I could safely look into, even reveal, some 
secrets of this small circle of stone without 
losing a critical degree of my buoyancy.



Core samples are bored, cut out of the 
strata of the earth using large drilling rigs. 
Most core drilling systems consist of an inner 
core barrel suspended by a swivel assembly 
within an outer core barrel that is attached to 
the drill string. A coring bit is attached to the 
bottom of the outer barrel and a core catcher 
is fitted to the bottom of the inner core barrel. 
Drilling fluid is pumped down the drill string, 
through the swivel assembly, through the 
annulus between the inner and outer core 
barrels, and out the core bit. The tall column 
of stone is lifted out and, at some point, laid 
on a work table and sliced into small sections 
for geological analysis.

This particular core was a gift, given to me 
years ago by my late father. He had found it 
somewhere in Roscommon County, an area 
of forests, sandy and swampy ground, lakes 
large and small in Michigan’s northern Lower 
Peninsula. When he gave it to me, perhaps 
thirty years ago, he said only that he had 
found it near one of the sandy back roads he 
used to occasionally drive, out of his own not 
inconsiderable intellectual curiosity, and for 
a simple change of scene. It would have been 
extracted from some level of what is known 

as the Michigan Basin. This is a geological 
area where the prehistoric sea that covered 
Michigan was particularly deep, and the 
sedimentary rock there, softer than the shale 
fields that bound it, formed over millions 
of years, from the Cambrian to the Jurassic 
Periods, 600 million to 200 million years 
ago. The deepest point of this immense basin 
is only half an hour or so drive south-south-
west from where my parents lived. They both 
now are gone, so the secret of exactly where 
my father found this core sample cannot now 
be solved, but somewhere above the deepest 
part of that basin seems a safe bet.

The records of the Michigan Geological 
Repository at Western Michigan University 
indicate that this sample is unusual. Most 
cores are four inches in diameter, with three-
inch samples less common, and two-and-a-
half-inch ones being rare. It’s also unusual to 
find such sectioned cores in the areas where 
they are bored. Most cross-section cutting is 
done in specialized workshops, where each 
cut is precisely labeled and kept in order 
with the remainder of the column. (My hazy 
recollection is that my father told me this 
was the only piece he saw.) Only occasionally 
are such sections cut on-site. Why was this 
particular section cut, why is the top so 
cratered, and why was it abandoned in the 
forest? More secrets the core will keep—at 
least for now. Which reminds us that secrets 
tend to be seen as such in particular slices of 
time, in certain places, and under particular 
circumstances. (In addition to a look at the 
core sample, this essay also means to point out 
a few things about the secret, or at least the 
under-considered life of secrets themselves.)

A given: as any readers will likely have 
understood by this time, much of the more 
technical information above was found on 

sites on the internet, our modern day “The 
Book of Sand”—Jorge Luis Borges’s short 
story about the discovery of a book with 
infinite pages (and also the title for the 
collection in which it appears), so that once 
the book is closed, a page that had been read 
can never again be found. The Book of Sand 
was a solid object, something its unfortunate 
readers could touch and hold (and ultimately 
hide on an anonymous library shelf and 
flee from), but the information I was able to 
access and sift through was all virtual. (Its 
accuracy here always subject to my ability 
to understand and summarize it.) There’s no 
tactile element on a screen: I could examine 
photographs, but could not touch, feel, or 

heft the precisely labeled geological samples. 
Under ordinary circumstances, experts could 
be reached, even visited, stone in hand. But 
circumstances have conspired to help the 
core keep some of its more solid secrets.

As I write this, much of the world is 
sheltering-in-place to some degree, due to 
the Covid-19 virus flooding through our 
populations. Universities, museums, state 
agencies have suspended all non-essential 
operations. Geological survey services, earth 
science professors, collection curators, rightly 
or wrongly, none are taken to be essential 
in the current sorting sense. The core is 
most likely limestone, available non-human 
sources tell me, or dolomite, but precisely 
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which is a secret being kept by pandemic 
circumstances. The two are similar enough 
that specialists don’t try to distinguish them 
by sight, so I’m not overly troubled by the 
core keeping this very technical secret from 
me. I can weigh the limestone/dolomite core 
in my hand, form my own opinion as to its 
relative “softness,” and examine photographs 
online, but I cannot contact or visit anyone 
who could give me a definitive identification, 
or even expert speculation, by way of images 
on a screen. But there is one image of the core 
that I can authoritatively analyze on my own. 
I am, in fact, the only authority.

 

This image is a drawing, clearly, but it 
is also a collage (p. 127)—a minor secret not 
obvious in a photograph but more obvious 
if it is viewed frame-in-hand. I drew the 
portraits of the core and the three acorns 
(caps detached) using cheap colored pencils, 
then scissored a flat horizon—detouring 
carefully around the upper outline of the 
core—and glued the shaped paper to a piece 
of very dark blue mat board. The moon above 
is a drugstore-rack adhesive price sticker. It’s 
a nice enough image, if not expertly organized 
or executed, at least a somewhat fresh 
variation on the classic still life. It is also (to 
reveal an open secret) a family portrait.

As was confessed (with a calculated shrug) 
in the first paragraph of this essay, I hadn’t 
pursued any of the secrets the core kept all 
those years, but that doesn’t mean I ignored 
it. Because my father had given it to me, for 
no reason other than he thought I’d find it 
interesting, it became a talisman of that 
connection, and a reminder of him after he’d 
gone. Over the years my life has had its phases, 

has had its ups and down, and the drawing/
collage dates to a low point in a particular 
basin, my financial one—I was approaching 
bankruptcy. The drawing doesn’t show that, 
no, but a further fact about it pointed, if only 
to me, to that then-secret.

That fact is: This stark still life was created to 
give to my sister. Several members of the family 
received drawings I did that year, on various 
occasions, and if anyone wondered why, they 
didn’t ask. The fact was I had no money to buy 
gifts, not even the keychain-caliber chaff we all 
sometimes give when we find ourselves caught 
short, financially or attention-wise, and I was 
trying to keep that shortfall a secret.

Still, I tried not to give worthless things; 
each drawing, however technically inept, was 
made with the recipient very much in mind. 
To give this drawing/collage, this improvised 
gift its maximum emotional impact (invest it 
with the most bang for its lack of bucks), I tried 
to be as unoriginal as possible. The symbols 
are unoriginal; they are, in fact, elemental, 
clichés, yes, but none the less powerful for 
that—correlates likely reaching back as far 
as man’s imagination. The core was our father, 
the three acorns were us three siblings—my 
brother and I closer together in years, so 
closer together in the drawing—the moon 
our mother. Again, determinedly unoriginal.

These then are the clear correlates, the open 
secrets in the drawing/collage. But there is 
another secret, small and personal, that I put 
there as well—a keychain-weight gift for the 
gift-giver. Because all acorns are not created or 
harvested equally, the models for these acorns 
were gathered by my daughter from beneath a 
tree in a cemetery just minutes from my home. 
This means a third generation is (secretly) 
present in the drawing, in the aesthetic 
choices that selected these acorns from a wide 

scattering on a fall day. And the death not 
shaded onto the core is still secretly present—
obliquely, invisibly—in my knowing where 
those acorns grew and fell—a secret created by 
my need for a certain level of complexity.

This also shows how the hunt for secrets 
in the core extended into thinking about 
secrets in the image of the object as well, and 
further, into wondering if there were any 
that even I didn’t know. In reading about the 
history of core drilling, I did in fact discover 
something about the drawing/collage that I 
hadn’t known: there are, and this could be 
called a “linguistic secret,” four nuts in this 
drawing, the three acorns and another. In 
a history of “kinematics of the nineteenth 
century,” a study of the importance of 
cylinders in the rise of industry, Helmut 
Müller-Sievers writes that “The screw . . . 
turns rotational into translational [that is, 
straight-line] motion if it can move against 
a stationary negative version of itself—the 
nut.” Nuts in this sense range from water, 
earth, air, to “at the other end of the density 
spectrum of amorphous nuts,” earth and 
rock. Water can be a nut, for example, 
because the screwing motion of a propeller 
pushes against the water to move a ship 
forward. Rock can be a nut when “the nut 
itself became the product of the excavation. 
Empty cylinders were drilled into the earth 
to retrieve cores for geological analysis.” So 
the core itself, by this definition, is a nut. A 
fact that would have made my father smile.

Are these few all of the secrets in the life 
of the core sample? No. Those above are not 
even all the secrets I know about, only a 
sample. And what of its future secrets, if it 
survives me? (Hard as they may be, not all 
rocks survive being discovered by people.) I 
won’t know because I will keep it until I am 

no longer able to keep anything because of 
the secrets it holds for (and from) me.

It does seem likely that the core sample will 
attract the creation of secrets by others at some 
point after I’m gone because it is interesting 
to look at. Everything interesting attracts our 
attention because it wants to tell us something. 
Everything interesting wants to become 
thought. And thoughts often create secrets.

The core is very much “of its time”—a 
mislaid core of information in an information-
hungry age, artifact of an industrial period 
fueled by gas and oil. When our culture 
makes the change to renewable fuels, its 
shape may become an oddity, why it was 
produced an obscurity, but it will never 
accrue the kind of secrets of production 
and meaning of a Stonehenge or Venus of 
Willendorf —a four-and-a-half-inch-tall 
Venus figure carved from Oolitic limestone 
32,000 years ago. Such physical secrets of 
the core will easily be recoverable far into 
the future. However, once the core slips out 
of family hands and memory, those secrets I 
consider to be its most important ones will 
vanish, irrecoverably. Even if this chronicle of 
its secret life should be published and survive, 
the core will become all but indistinguishable 
from any other sample of its size once it is out 
of this circle. (I would never mar it with any 
kind of permanent identifier.) My drawing 
will someday crumble, the sticker-moon dry 
up and slip down out of the mat board sky.

The core will never be blank; whoever 
comes upon it will immediately invest it with 
secrets about where and how it was found, 
and more I can’t guess. But its previous secret 
life will be gone. That the core had a previous 
secret life may itself become a secret. But as 
long as the core sample survives, there will 
be no end to the making of its secrets. 
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