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SF's Thing Quarterly melds function, words, access 
by Regan McMahon 
January 29, 2012 
 

On a chilly mid-January night, in a cozy gallery space on 
20th Street in the Mission, two doors up from the offices of 
the Thing Quarterly, a crowd of about 40 hipsters and art 
lovers gathered for a very unconventional reading. The 
author was Dave Eggers ("A Heartbreaking Work of 
Staggering Genius," "Zeitoun"), but he was not reading a 
book. He was reading a shower curtain. 
 
It was not just any shower curtain. This was Issue 16 of the 
Thing Quarterly, a periodical that mails subscribers an 
everyday object imbued with text, designed by an artist, 
writer, filmmaker or musician, four times a year for a $200 
subscription. Issue 18 will be designed by Berkeley-born 
filmmaker Mike Mills, writer and director of "Beginners." 
 
Eggers' text is a monologue by his shower curtain to him, 
expressing opinions such as "I do not like to hear you sing" 
and advice such as, "Throw your mind away and enjoy your 
wet flesh." 
 
Thing publishers Jonn Herschend, 44, and Will Rogan, 35, - 
exhibiting visual artists and sometime art instructors at UC 
Berkeley, San Francisco State and California College of the 
Arts - came up with the idea of a shower curtain, and Eggers 
hit upon the notion of it talking to the user. "I was going for 
ultimate creepiness," he told the amused crowd before 
sitting down to sign boxed-up versions available for sale 
(for $65) and listening to local band the Blind Willies, led 
by Alexei Wajchman, one of Eggers' former students at his 
nonprofit literacy center, 826 Valencia. 
 
In a conversation at the Thing office before the party, 
Herschend and Rogan said they conceived of this enterprise 
as graduate art students at UC Berkeley and started it in 

2007 during a residency at Southern Exposure, a San Francisco nonprofit that supports emerging artists. "We figured 
we'd get 50 or 100 subscribers," Rogan recalled, and we got 1,200." He said they now have about 500. "We took a 
big hit with the economy." 
 
Their first issue was a vinyl roll-up window shade by Miranda July. For Issue 2, Anne Walsh created a rubber 
doorstop with her childhood fan letter to tennis great Billie Jean King stamped onto it, a metaphor for keeping open 
the door that King opened for women. Starlee Kine's Issue 10 was a cutting board with the text of a breakup letter 
lasered into it, intended for cutting onions, titled "Crying Instructions." 
 

Assistant editor Caitlin Kirkpatrick, Editors Jonn Herschend and 
Will Rogan, and intern Genessa Keahola of, "The Thing 
Quarterly," are seen in their Mission District office on Wednesday, 
Jan. 18, 2012 in front of Dave Eggers' issue 16 shower curtain. 
Photo: Russell Yip, The Chronicle 
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Eggers has subscribed from the beginning. "When a painting student myself, I was really interested in the 
democratizing of art," he said before his reading. "Painting is not a very democratic medium. When you own a 
painting and you put it in your bathroom, you're the only one who sees it. So I loved their impulse to make art 
accessible and use the mail and this deceptively simple packaging, and then make it something you don't hide away 
in a closet or hang on a shelf, but you use it." 
 
Not every issue idea pans out. Actor James Franco designed a switchblade with the words "Brad Renfro" on the 
handle and "FOREVER" on the blade, a tribute to the troubled actor who died of a heroin/morphine overdose at 25 
in 2008. It looks totally cool stabbed into the wall of the Thing office, but was prohibitively expensive to produce 
($200 for the knife alone) and problematic to send through the mail. It is available as a limited edition "Project" for 
$650. Some back issues are also available for varied prices. 
 
Rogan said the interplay of object and text is essential to their concept. "The way an object changes when you write 
a word on it is interesting to us. Your relationship to it changes and you consider that object differently. And we 
want it to be a publication, and words on a thing are what publications are about." 
 
Where to find the Thing 
Subscriptions to the Thing are available via http://www.thethingquarterly.com/www.thethingquarterly.com. Single 
issues can be purchased at The Thing's office, 3285 20th St., S.F. Some back issues are sold at the Curiosity Shoppe, 
Park Life or occasionally at SFMOMA. 
 
Regan McMahon is book editor at Common Sense Media. E-mail comments tostyle@sfchronicle.com. 
 


