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Modern society, so wrote Karl Marx in 1867 in the first sentences of his "Capital", phenomenologically appears as an enormous accumulation of goods and things. For us today, that sounds oddly natural - and yet prophetic. Compared to nowadays' world of goods, the 19th century - sometimes referred to as the "century of things" - would probably look like a mom-and-pop-grocery-store next to a glittering shopping mall. 
Everything's there: in abundance, glaring, always available and exchangeable. The "population of things" (Hartmut Böhme) is growing day by day; every household is a large scale thing husbandry. That is why the social scientist Bernd Guggenbauer calls our civilization a "Zuvielisation" [zu viel = too much]. The implications are obvious: We turn the resources of our environment into things that become unnecessary after a short while. 
At the same time, there is a growing feeling of uneasiness. Things are not simply things. They reveal who we are - or would like to be. We possess them, but they possess us to an even higher degree. Everything can become a thing, even emotions, feelings, bodies that are optimized with the aid of gym equipment and beauty surgery. The possession of things is a manifestation of one's social class; individual identity is created by brand images. The fetishism of things replaces religious and metaphysical orientations and holds the society together after its secular "disenchantment". 
The flip side of this ecstasy of things is a disturbing estrangement of things. "Where do they come from, what are they, where are they going to?" asks the philosopher Konrad Paul Liessmann: "The old metaphysical question of the origin and destiny of man has shifted. Now it is the things, the artifacts, the objects, the goods of all kinds, of which we cannot say where they actually come from and what their future will be after we have used, employed, and applied them."  
The disappearance of things through digitalization and virtualization adds to this estrangement, and the actual revolution is yet to come: the "Internet of things".
A growing awareness of the limited nature of our resources and the disappearance of things in the cyber world indicates that man's relationship to the world of things is changing. In the sciences, in philosophy, and in art, a new movement towards the world of things and objects, to "material culture" can be observed. 
The French sociologist Bruno Latour calls for renewed attention for the eloquence of things. For the philosopher of hyperreality, Jean Baudrillard, it is the trite object that enables a subversion of the virtuality of our times, and the basic principle of the work of the artist Tino Sehgal is not to produce any material things. 
In art, especially in painting, things have been omnipresent since the dawn of modernity. Up to Renaissance, paintings were mainly visualized narrations from mythology, the bible, and representative portraits of rulers, but when the perspective was discovered, landscapes, town vedutas, everyday scenes, and common objects became the subjects of still lifes in painting. Under the programmatic title of Realism, Gustav Courbet opened for art the field of reality and, along with it, the still smoldering question of the possibility of its perception and presentation.
This attention for things as well as abstraction triggered the second revolution in 20th century art: Duchamp's Fountain, Readymades, the objets trouvés of the Surrealists, Pop Art and its derivatives, Trash, the celebration of everyday objects, the poetics of open works of art and of work in progress. In fact, the main forms of contemporary art are a blend of the two spheres of art and everyday things. Readymades shift industrially made products into the sphere of art, while Pop Art does it the other way around, turning products that are defined as aesthetic into reproducible industrial goods. 
Fetishization, supercharging, the unfamiliarity and cussedness of the inanimate, the overpopulation and the disappearance of things on behalf of digitalization, money as a thing-in-itself, and the last things - those are the intertwined poles of the exhibition "The World of Things" that is dedicated to the relationship between thing cultures and visual art. The works show how our view of things has changed and how the things themselves look back at us. 
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