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                                                          Abstract 
 

By the 1990’s many modes of artwork incorporated the constructs of the museum. Art forms 

including, ‘ethnographic art’, ‘museum interventions’, ‘museum fictions’ and ‘artist museums’ 

were considered to be located in similar realms to each other. These investigations into this 

emerging ‘genre’ of collection-art have primarily focussed upon the critique of the public 

museum and its grand-narratives. This thesis will attempt to recognise that the critique of 

institutional hierarchical systems is now considered integral to much collection art and extends 

this enquiry to incorporate private collections which examine the narratives of everyday 

existence. This paper adopts an interdisciplinary approach to material culture and art criticism in 

examining everyday objects within contemporary collection-art. In this context, this paper argues 

that: the investigation of collection motivations (fetish, souvenir and system) as metaphor, process 

and imagery in conjunction with the mimicking of museology methodologies (classification, order 

and display) is an effective model for interpreting everyday objects within contemporary 

collection-art.  

 

In formulating this argument, this paper examines the ways in which artists emulate museology 

methodologies in order to convey cultural significance for everyday objects. This is explored in 

conjunction with the employment of collection motivations by artists as a device to understand 

elements of human/object relations. In doing so, it contemplates the convergence between the 

practices of museums and collection-artists. 

 

These issues are explored through the visual and analytic investigations of key artist case studies 

including: Damien Hirst, Sylvie Fleury, Mike Kelley, Christian Boltanski, On Kawara, Luke 

Roberts, Jason Rhoades, Karsten Bott and Elizabeth Gower. In doing so, this paper argues that 



the everyday objects of collection-art can represent a broad range of socio/cultural concerns, so 

delineating a closer relationship between collection-art and material culture. 
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                                              Prologue 

 

This section will serve to provide a background to the studio component of the Re:collections 

project. It is important to note that this introduction is not an exegesis investigation but rather 

explores the conceptual developments underpinning the studio works and their contiguous 

relationship to the theoretical text. Within this context, both the textual and visual research 

attempts to extend the interpretation of material culture collections beyond their pre-conceived 

notions of the institutional collection and its subsequent critiques, and focuses instead upon 

individual incantations of everyday object collections as legitimate and culturally relevant 

within visual art discourse. 

 

The aim of both the studio and theoretical research is to re-examine the everyday object within 

visual art discourse, one aspect being, to explore western society’s psychological engagement 

with objects. For instance, this issue is explored in the central text through the investigation of 

collection motivations and methodologies as interpretive devices for contemporary collection 

art. Drawing upon author’s interpretations of diverse issues relating to material culture, 

psychoanalytic, sociological and art critical frameworks, this research paper analyses everyday 

objects for their ability to convey complex meanings and formulate relationships and 

interactions between people and things. 

 

The studio component of the Re:collections project appropriates and extends the motivations 

and methodologies explored in this paper. In adopting these themes and procedures, the 

collections depicted in this project engage with the authority of museological collections, 

thereby asserting legitimacy, aura and prestige upon the mundane and unconsidered object. 

Similarly, the Re:collections installations examine some of the individual psychological reasons 



behind why people collect, examining the objects collected as indicators of desire, memory and 

knowledge. 

 

The resulting installations compliment and extend the works of artists explored in the central 

text, each of which comply with aspects of collection motivations and methodologies. Their 

collective inquiries into individual interpretations of collections provoke questions regarding 

the significance of objects to our cultural, social and daily existences. The Re:collections studio 

project employs many of the techniques and processes identified within the central text and in 

doing so, this thesis acts to contextualise the studio project in terms of both visual art and 

material culture discourses. 

 

As evidenced in the central text, the everyday object has a long history within western art.  The 

intellectual interventions of Marcel Duchamp underlined the notion of conceptualism, 

concerning the critique and analysis of art and its contextual frame by recontextualising the 

found object and challenging modernist high-art ideals. Thus, it would seem that the everyday 

object has played an important role in re-defining object hierarchies. Within postmodern 

practice this critique is considered inherent to everyday object art and other meanings are now 

emerging as legitimate concerns. The Re:collections studio project  recognises this history and 

its development as an underlying concept, however, it values the everyday object for its 

meanings and significance  outside art-canon/institutional critiques and considers collections 

for their psychological, cultural and societal importance to individuals. 

 

The resulting installations reconsider the notion of the Wunderkammer of the 16th Century in 

terms of the ‘now’.  Instead of the natural and man-made objects amassed by the aristocracy in 

order to provoke wonder and curiosity in the eyes of the viewer, these installations evoke the 

wondrous and marvellous in the everyday and unconsidered objects of our daily existence. The 



Re:collections project explores the nature of ‘collecting’ as process, concept and format. 

Comprised of three rooms, each individually containing thousands of buttons, stamps and 

marbles, these objects can represent our desires, memories and ideologies, so conveying the 

thematic concepts of fetish, souvenir and system thus representing the psychological reasons 

behind why people collect (previous works are examined in appendix A). 

 

It is important to note, that the works created are not a literal interpretation of the motivations 

outlined in this text, but rather an individual response to the objects collected. Although the 

motivations of fetish, souvenir and system provide a theoretical underpinning to the formulation 

of these works, the installations avoid concrete terms. Thus fluctuations between the three 

categories can occur and multiple readings are possible. An open-ended approach to the 

conceptual basis of the work embraces the notion of intertextuality where the limits of 

interpretation are set only by the imagination and allows the viewer to bring their own 

experiences and narratives to the work. 

 

The fetishistic collection: 

The motivation of fetishism is explored through the collection of the humble button. This 

unconsidered object, dismissed as clothes fastener, is no-longer the unique craft object 

symbolizing class and status that it once was. Mass produced and commonly used, it is re-

considered within the installation for its fetishistic abilities as decorative and aesthetic objects of 

desire. This work echoes the fascination of western society with overabundance and the multiple. 

Glass bead maker Sally Stang, perhaps rightly puts it when she suggests, “buttons are like 

fetishes- very powerful symbols with many dimensions, full of memories and meaning” (Stang 

cited in Epstein 1996, p.30). Buttons can become objects to be pursued and hoarded, similar in 

construct to precious jewels. The concept of the fetishistic collection is explored within the 

central text of this paper and suggests that such objects are able to seduce both collector and 



viewer through ritualistic processes, desire and pleasure. This is evidenced in the studio works via 

the mechanisms of colour, repetition, accumulation and pattern.  

 

The souvenir collection: 

The marble, unassuming apparatus of childhood play, has endured traversing centuries and 

cultures. To the adult, marbles signify the romantic discourse of play. Terms like ‘cat’s eye’ and 

‘galaxy’ conjure reminiscence of a seemingly carefree existence where rules were easily made 

and broken. However, this nostalgic view similarly speaks of absence and loss, both of one’s own 

childhood and that of future generations. Here marbles are considered for their mnemonic value 

and presented for their ability to provoke souvenir narratives. Like the souvenir works explored in 

this paper, the Re:collections installation seeks to extend beyond merely the experiences of the 

collector and appropriates the familiarity and accessibility of the everyday object to promote 

collective memories and rituals. The souvenir collection of marbles provides the foundation to 

individual narratives of childhood appropriate to the viewer.  

 

The systematic collection: 

Stamps are the tiny ambassadors of countries; they are visual representations of cultures, values 

and ideals. These discarded fragments of correspondence forge juxtapositions of time and place 

and reflect upon the systematic nature of our world. The images contained within crimped 

boarders remind us of travel and exotic locations, family histories and dynasties, historical events 

and the rise and fall of political empires. Contained within each stamp is a little piece of 

knowledge, be it historical, social, cultural or natural. Within this context, thousands of images 

from Australian stamps have been carefully cut out and systematically arranged according to 

theme, creating complex juxtapositions which contemplate hierarchies and values. In doing so, 

revelations concerning our cultural affiliations and the things that we apparently hold near and 

dear become increasingly apparent. As exemplified by the textual investigation, the systematic 



collection seeks to provide understanding and knowledge of the world around us, be it of the 

objects themselves or the daily rituals and relationships we form around them. 

 

Embedded within these installations, exists the collection processes of classification, order and 

display, revealing what could be seen as an obsessive enquiry into the logic of objects and 

collections. These methodologies speak of a serious scholarly pursuit, justifying the collection of 

seemingly disparate and unimportant objects as legitimate and worthy of consideration. The 

meticulous sorting, grouping, pinning, cutting and organizing processes inherent to this project 

suggest a degree of obsession and compulsion which similarly runs through-out the central text. 

 

Classification: 

A taxonomic classificatory process has been adopted in all of the Re:collections works. As 

explored in the central text, this methodology can impart value, truth, authenticity and authority 

upon the collection of everyday objects. Similarly, the Re:collections  installations seek to impart 

aura upon the disposable and mundane. Be it button, marble or stamp, each object is carefully 

grouped according to its seemingly inherent qualities, including, colour, size and theme. Like the 

many artist case studies in this text, the act of classification seeks to examine the ways we process 

and understand the differing aspects of our surrounding environment. 

 

Order: 

This thesis examines the methodology of order as an artistic tool to emphasize relationships 

between objects, specifically the interactions of object hierarchies, daily existence and social 

roles. Within the studio project the methodology of order is articulated as a means of emphasizing 

similarity and difference between objects. Specifically, each object, be it button, stamp or marble 

is ordered according to formalist patterning devices. Each object can thus be seen as 

interchangeable within its context and becomes a visual training in the way we understand the 



world around us. The methodology of order thus encourages connections between objects and 

reflects upon our desire for the multiple and emphasizes routine rituals. 

 

Display: 

As explored in the central text, the mechanism of display enhances the conceptual underpinnings 

of the case studied artist’s work. It would seem that the method of display can enhance notions of 

the Wunderkammer or spectacle, mimic the rationality and logic of science and so legitimize the 

collection and engage the viewer through the use of intimate space. Within the Re:collections 

installation three forms of display methodology are examined; firstly, narrative progression is 

used, in the consideration of the three rooms together, so leading the viewer from one room to the 

next, and creating a serial approach to the motivations of collection. Secondly, the objects are 

displayed according to subject group, whereby all the objects of a similar nature are displayed 

together, both collectively and within their individual structures. Finally, each room is considered 

as an environment, the viewer thus enmeshed in the surroundings of fetish, souvenir and 

systematic collections. 

 

As explored in the central text, the final installation display methodology can be seen to reference 

both the constructs of the museum institution, and the subsequent examination and critique this 

entails. Similarly it references the constructs and hierarchies of art practice, where in the formal 

tropes of painting and sculpture are examined and contested. This work suggests a blurring of the 

boundaries between the two, where the interaction between objects and their environment is 

supported and painting is moved into three dimensions within a space which is intimate and 

accessible to the viewer. By implanting these collections within the wider discourses of fine art 

hierarchies, the studio project attempts to move beyond merely the mimicking of the museum and 

instead engages with the aesthetics of visual art. 

 



As evidenced by Putnam (2001), Grasskamp (1983) and Shafner & Winzen (1998), the 

interdisciplinary approach which converges material culture collection and artistic practice is 

now conceived as an artistic genre. This project has sought to engage with this discourse 

through both theoretical and studio based research. Re:collections attempts to extend the 

rhetoric of authorities and artists in the field by conceiving of new ways to inform the use of 

methodologies and motivations in collection-art. The significance of this project in studio terms 

lies in its unique formulations of individual collections. The studio project enmeshes the viewer 

into the world of the collector and its magical environment full of endless possibilities. The 

installations undertaken, like the theoretical research presented in this paper, thus endeavours to 

develop a different culture of collecting, challenging perceptions of ‘reality’ by offering an 

alternate vision for the material objects that surround us in everyday life. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 

The study of the convergence between art and material culture collection1 is a relatively new field 

that examines the ways in which art practitioners engage with the processes and aesthetics of 

collection. Much has been written in the fields of anthropology, museology and material culture 

on the importance of objects and collections to society. Material culture authorities including 

Clifford (1998), Pearce (1994), Belk (2001) and Dant (1999) agree that the collecting of objects is 

a crucial form of identification and individuality especially within western culture and that 

significant relationships occur between the collected object, the collection and the collector. 

Indeed, whether public or private, collections are important indicators of the cultural affiliations 

of society. This concept is perhaps most obvious in the constructs of the museum institution2.  

 

According to art authorities, Putnam (2001), McShine (1999) and Bronson and Gale (1983) 

interdisciplinary collection-art approaches have primarily examined the artist’s interaction and 

critique of the museum. Terminologies including ‘ethnographic art’, ‘museum intervention’, 

‘museum fictions’ and ‘artist museum’3 were attributed to artworks which questioned and 

subverted the meta-narratives of the museum/gallery institution (the terms meta-narrative and 

grand narrative are interchangeable and refer to the claims of universal explanations of human 

history and social behaviour)3. These art works directly used the museum’s collection or 

                                                
1 Material culture refers to ‘man-made’ objects that have a common set of human practices which surround them [this 
conceivably covers every manufactured object known to man] (Dant 1999, p.11). Material culture authority Russell 
Belk (2001, p.55) asserts that material culture collection is the selective process of acquiring man-made objects that are 
removed from ordinary use and are perceived as part of a set. 
2 The International Council of Museums defines the museum in pedestrian terms as: 
 “A permanent institution in the service of society and of its development, and open   to the public which acquires, 
conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment material evidence of 
people and their environment” (Hudson 2004, p.85). 
3 ‘Ethnographic art’ being those works which incorporate cultural archives, ‘museum intervention’ being the process of 
displaying the museum collection in formats not previously conceived (usually contentious or critical), ‘museum 
fictions’, coined by artist Marcel Broodthaers to describe his work which critiques the language and architecture of the 
museum as ‘frame’ for the art which it contained and ‘artist museum’ being a collection of objects specific to the 
artist’s life, displayed as an artwork. 
 
 



incorporated disparate objects within the museum frame to de-centre cultural representations. 

After four decades of concerted critique, from both artists and the institution itself, it would 

seem that museums are beginning to re-think the histories they have presented (Carbonell 2004 

and Ames 1992). 

 

Alternately, a different form of collection-art5 has emerged. According to art authorities 

Conkleton (1998), Corrin (2004) and Olivera et al. (2003), the critique of the museum although 

considered, has been extended in order to reflect narratives of the everyday and the personal. 

This alternate form of collection-art mirrors the trend of postmodern collecting by individuals, 

whereby the unconsidered everyday objects6 of society are deemed culturally relevant. Material 

culture authority, Paul Martin, contends that the everyday objects collected in the private realm 

are “largely not what museums have traditionally collected and displayed” (1999, p.3). 

 

It would seem that artists are presenting private collections, which are usually contained within 

profane space and exhibiting them within the sacred space of the gallery. In doing so, artists are 

revealing to the public the types of collections which are very rarely seen or recognised by 

museums. Considering that the collection of everyday objects is mirrored in both art and 

society, it seems significant to contemplate this convergence outside the mainstream institution 

and focus instead, on individual interpretations7 of collecting and collections within 

contemporary art practice.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
4 Cultural theorist Jean-Francois Lyotard considered such narratives to be authoritarian and restrictive to the individual 
(Sim 2005, p.270). 
5 The term ‘collection-art’ was introduced by art authority, Walter Grasskamp (1983), as being those works 
that employ an accumulation of objects which incorporate visual, methodological or conceptual aspects of 
collecting and are presented as ‘Art’. 
6 For example, second hand clothes, beer bottles or kitsch ornaments. 
7 The term ‘individual interpretations’ refers to collections by artists which reflect the sorts of collecting 
undertaken by private collectors, as opposed to the public collections of museums. 



This paper will extend the arguments of Conkleton (1998), Corrin and Olivera et al. (2003),by 

examining the approaches contemporary artists have taken in producing works which emulate 

the museum’s traditional processes of collecting, in order to reflect the individual 

reasons/significance behind the accumulation of everyday objects. This paper will argue that, 

this, in turn, creates broader cultural and societal meanings and implications. The central 

argument of this thesis is that: The investigation of collection motivations  (fetish, souvenir 

and system) as metaphor, process and imagery in conjunction with the mimicking of 

collection methodologies (classification, order and display) is an effective model for 

interpreting everyday objects within contemporary collection-art.  

 

Within the context of this question it is important to consider the following issues: Firstly, 

museology methodologies are considered by collection authorities Stewart (1994), Pearce 

(1994) and Prown (1994) amongst others as being the processes by which relationships are 

formed between objects and that furthermore these relationships cultivate cultural meaning for 

collections.  According to consumption theorists Douglas and Isherwood (1979, p.57-66), 

objects carry constructed meaning; they make visible ideas about culture, society, personality, 

experience and values. Collection methodologies contribute to the many ways we create 

meaning for man-made objects. According to consumption theorist Russel Belk (2001, p.55), 

by gathering a set of objects,  

Collectors create, combine, classify and curate the objects they acquire in 
such a way that a new product, the collection, emerges. In the process they 
also produce meanings. More precisely, they participate in the process of 
socially constructing meanings for the objects they collect. 

 

Similarly, art authorities McShine (1999), Putnam (2001) and Schaffner and Winzen (1998), 

identify collection methodologies as being specific modes of operation for artist/museum 

interventions and critiques. For example, by re-classifying the museum’s permanent collection, 

the artist can create new relationships between objects not previously considered and thus 



subvert colonial, racial or gender biased representations8. Alternatively, this paper will argue 

that, the critique of the museum’s grand-narratives is now a given in the reading of collection-

art. Furthermore, many contemporary artists are embracing collection methodologies as a tool 

to emphasise narratives of everyday existence, the critique of the museum being a subtle 

reference rather than the crux of the works. This paper will raise the question; how do 

museology methodologies convey the cultural significance of everyday objects within 

contemporary collection art?  

 

Secondly, in order to effectively analyse contemporary collection-art from a critically diverse 

perspective, it is important to consider the seminal writings Collecting Reconsidered (1994) and 

Museums Objects and Collections (1992) of key collection studies author and university 

lecturer, Susan Pearce. Pearce is recognised by authorities such as Martin (1999) Bal (1994) 

and Belk (2001) as a leading figure in her field and presents a definitive case for the collection 

motivations of fetish, souvenir and system. The identification of these three collection modes, 

though possibly less manifestly, is cited in other leading authorities of the field including, 

Stewart (1984), Belk (2001) and Dant (1998). Pearce’s writings, due to her significant influence 

and authority in the field of museology and material culture, are seminal to the thesis’ argument 

and will be used as a benchmark for this study. Perhaps, Martin (1999, p.10) rightly puts it, 

when he contends that, ‘it would be hard to find any further categories into which collecting 

could be placed’.  

 

Pearce asserts that these three motivations for collecting, either singularly or in conjunction 

with each other are at the basis of most collections, personal and public. Furthermore, she 

argues that, these motivations are “the reasons behind why people collect, both the explicit 

                                                
8 For example; Fred Wilson’s ‘Mining the Museum’ (1993), Neil Cummings & Marysia Lewandowska 
‘Use Value’ (2001) and Hans Haacke ‘Mixed Messages’ (2001). 



intellectual or ‘presentable’ reasons and the more obscure psychological reasons” and are at the 

heart of the interpretation of collections (1994, p.194). Pearce contends that, in understanding 

the nature of collections from this position, we can appreciate better the assumptions about 

knowledge and value collections embody. These motivations will be considered in terms of 

selected collector-artists and will raise the question; what can we understand about 

human/object relationships when considering collection motivations within the context of 

contemporary collection-art? 

 

These collection motivations and the corresponding artist case studies will be examined within 

the structural framework of three visual art constructs, namely metaphor (the objects within the 

artist’s collections represent an abstract idea), process (the procedure by which artists create 

their artistic collections) and imagery (in this case, the objects within the artist’s collections are 

visually recognizable as reflecting the motivation they portray). This rhetorical format will not 

only provide further interpretive understanding of the collection motivations of fetish, souvenir 

and system within a visual art context but also provide a discursive formation that runs 

throughout the central text. 

 

Thirdly, artists including Damien Hirst, Sylvie Fleury, Mike Kelley, Christian Boltanski, On 

Kawara, Luke Roberts, Jason Rhoades, Karsten Bott and Elizabeth Gower all reflect to some 

degree the similarities in museological and artistic practice. These case studies will attempt to 

evidence and critique the everyday objects of western contemporary culture (low/consumer 

culture). This approach is in juxtaposition to the typical museum practice of displaying objects 

from historical or culturally divergent provenance (high culture). These differing hierarchical 

object selections are an illustration of the contentious relationship between artist and museum. 

This author/institution dichotomy perhaps first surfaced with Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’ (1917) 

and has continued to play out over subsequent decades. The questioning of this relationship is 



now considered a requisite of postmodern practice9, however, it is the contention of this paper 

that a conflation between artistic and museum practice is becoming increasingly apparent. This 

issue begs the question; is there a convergence between the practices of contemporary 

collection artists and museums? 

 

This study is significant for three key reasons. Firstly, this paper will discuss everyday object 

collection-art within the relatively unexplored context of material culture collection. This paper 

recognises that art authorities such as McShine (1999), Putnam (2001) and Schaffner and 

Winzen (1998) have considered this from a curatorial perspective; however, this emphasis 

along with the critical approaches of Crimp (1993) and Foster (1996) are primarily concerned 

with institutional representations and critique. Art authority, Walter Grasskamp (1983), has 

dismissed the everyday/personal narratives of collection as ‘narcissistic’, while authorities 

including Putnam (2001) and McShine (1999) have surveyed everyday collection-art briefly 

and delegated it to a limited number of artistic practices, it is not conceived as a specific 

movement within the genre. Nor in the texts of Schaffner and Winzen (1998) and Bronson and 

Gale (1983), is everyday-object collection-art considered within museological frameworks. 

Rather than approach this study from a semiotic or iconographic approach, common to the 

analysis of visual art, this paper will employ a material culture based interpretation as an 

alternate perspective, in the possibility that a more socially relevant reading may be conceived. 

 
 
__________________________________________________ 

                                                
 
 
 
 
 
9 In the context of this paper, postmodern art refers to stylistic and critical concerns rather than a movement 
(often identified as pre 1989). As identified by Trodd (2005, p.84), a postmodern practice is equally 
relevant to artworks post 1990 (which could be considered as ‘contemporary art’) and shares in common “a 
fascination with the multiple conditions in which common experience enters into the realm of the aesthetic 
and disrupts the hierarchal procedures of modernism”. 



Secondly, the study will extend Belk’s (2001) argument that the museum’s downfall is its 

failure to examine and critique the everyday objects of western contemporary culture. Belk 

(2001, p.157) aptly describes this response, “we willingly marvel at the objects and practices of 

the Other, but we except our own equally magical system of behaviours as unremarkable”. As 

sociologist Tim Dant concurs, “archaeologists and anthropologists have long recognised, 

material culture provides evidence of the distinctive form of society”, yet little attention is paid 

to the material culture of the present (1999, p.4). This paper will argue that contemporary 

collection-art is engaging with what Belk claims museums are not, and Dant contends has been 

ignored by sociology, namely, examining western culture’s everyday objects from a critical 

perspective. It therefore seems relevant to extend existing research in the field with further 

consideration to these issues. 

 

Thirdly, this study will provide a theoretical framework to inform the studio component of the 

project. The motivations of fetish, souvenir and system along with the mimicking of museology 

methodologies of classification, order and display are an integral aspect of the studio project in 

that they provide both the conceptual and procedural underpinnings of the works produced. The 

aim being to explore some of the relationships between people and things, thereby increasing 

the status of everyday objects as both culturally and socially significant. 

 

To adequately explore the parameters of this debate, discussion will be examined across four 

chapters. The first chapter is a literature review which will identify central issues regarding the 

cultural and societal significance of everyday object collection-art. In the first case, it will 

provide a general overview of the established arguments of Putnam (2001), McShine (1999), 

Schaffner and Winzen (1998) and Bronsen and Gale (1983) regarding collection-art as 

institutional critique. This will be considered in juxtaposition to the alternate views of 

Conkleton (1998), Corrin (2004) and Olivera et al. (2003) concerning the emergence of the 



everyday and personal narratives contained in much contemporary collection-art. Secondly, it 

will attest that the re-evaluation of the everyday in postmodern society is pertinent to the central 

argument, in that, it provides evidence of everyday objects as cultural ‘artefacts’ and establishes 

the collecting of such objects as legitimate concerns for contemporary artists. This chapter will 

also provide an overview to the key concepts of collection motivations and methodologies. The 

key texts of Pearce (1992 & 1994), Stewart (1984), Belk (2001) and Dant (1999) will define the 

motivations of fetish, souvenir and system and establish these constructs as relationship 

forming devices between human and object. The additional texts of Eliot (1994) and Prown 

(1994) will be examined in terms of the methodologies of classification, order and display as 

crucial to object interpretation. 

 

Chapter two will examine some of the debates surrounding the religious, consumer and sexual 

interpretations of the fetishistic collection. Drawing upon texts from the fields of anthropology, 

psychoanalytic theory and socio-political readings, these schemas will be considered in relation 

to the works of Damien Hirst, Sylvie Fleury and Mike Kelley. Within the context of these case 

studies, this paper will consider how postmodernism has influenced the way we view the 

fetishistic collection4 and will attempt to provide evidence that everyday objects can convey 

societal insights concerning values, personality and taste. Furthermore, this chapter will 

contend that collector-artists are imitating museology methodologies to re-enforce social 

meanings and relationships between objects. Similar ideologies will be underlined in both 

artistic works and museum representations of cultural issues. The investigation carried out in 

chapter two is significant to the central argument, in that, it identifies the way Western society 

interacts with objects in exceptional ways which, in turn, creates meaning and value for 

everyday objects. 

                                                
4 Many postmodern interpretations of the fetishistic collection are alternate to the views of Munsterberger 
(1994), Rheims (1961) and Zorach (2001) who see this form of collecting as impoverished. 



 

The third chapter will engage a similar model of interpretation in examining the souvenir 

collection and the categories of mortality, memento and exoticism as depicted by artists 

Christian Boltanski, On Kawara and Luke Roberts respectively. This chapter will re-enforce the 

argument that collection motivations are a means of recontextualising everyday objects to 

produce culturally significant meanings concerning the collection’s ability to convey collective 

memory and experience, and act as channels of equivalence between cultures. These arguments 

will be considered in the context of the postmodern denunciation of universalism5, while the 

artist’s conveyance of museology methodologies will be examined in terms of re-enforcing 

conceptual narratives. This chapter is important in that it identifies some of the everyday rituals 

which are attributed to objects and attempts to identify these as culturally significant. 

 

Similarly, chapter four will establish the systematic collection as providing knowledge and 

understanding about the way people live. The works of case studied artists Jason Rhoades, 

Karsten Bott and Elizabeth Gower will be examined in relation to the act of creating the world 

on a small scale and the subsequent epistemologies of work- the domestic, the familiar and 

everyday experiences that can be conveyed through their collections. These arguments will be 

contemplated in relation to the postmodern rejection of the meta-narrative and considered in 

terms of the artist’s use of museology methodologies. As in the previous two chapters, museum 

representations will be similarly considered. This chapter will provide further evidence that 

everyday objects can be interpreted to comment on culturally and socially significant aspects of 

life. 

 

                                                
5 Aesthetically speaking, modernism promotes originality as the highest state of artistic expression and 
encourages universal assumptions of meaning. Postmodernism has sought to reject the all encompassing 
cultural theories of modernism and often critiques notions of authority and its grand narratives (Sim 2005, 
p.289-290). 



 In methodological terms, this study incorporates qualitative research methods. It will provide 

an interdisciplinary approach examining the fields of material culture and western art criticism 

in order to underline the central argument that, the material culture based approaches of 

motivations and methodologies are an effective means for interpreting everyday objects within 

recent collection-art. This argument will draw analysis from the wide ranging fields of, art 

criticism, anthropology, ethnography, psychoanalytic theory, cultural theory, sociology, 

consumerism, post-colonialism, material culture and museology. This eclectic approach is 

adopted to view the subject from a variety of perspectives as opposed to the claim of an 

undisciplined or unfocused study. Critical appraisal of texts will be augmented by visual 

interpretations of artworks specifically engaging the constructs of imagery, metaphor and 

process as a comparative framework. A selection of artist case studies will be interpreted for 

their ability to evidence the key concepts outlined in this paper and have been chosen for their 

diversity, in practice, format and cultural significance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                  Chapter 1 

Literature Review 

 

The purpose of this literature review is to identify texts and concepts central to understanding 

how artists are combining collection motivations and methodologies within visual art discourse. 

In doing so, firstly it is important reference to the arguments of Putnam (2001), McShine 

(1999), Schaffner and Winzen (1998), Foster (1996) and Crimp (1993), who contend that 

collection based art practice is often situated within the critique of the museum and the alternate 

views of Conkleton (1998), Corrin (2004) and Olivera et al. (2003), that contemporary 

collection-art instead references individual narratives of the everyday. These narratives of 

everyday experience are reflected in the everyday objects artists have chosen to collect. This 

review will examine the re-thinking of everyday objects as cultural and social reflectors, as 

similarly argued by Joselit (2003), Belk (2001) and Martin (1999). Thirdly, this chapter will 

attempt to establish that the collection motivations of fetish, souvenir and system as identified 

by authors, Susan Pearce (1994), Jean Baudrillard (1994), Susan Stewart (1993) and Russell 

Belk (2001) can equally be applied to collection-art practice. These motivations will be 

considered in conjunction with the key museology methodologies of classification, order and 

display as identified by Pearce (1992) and Prown (1994). This investigation supports the 

argument of the thesis which links museology motivations and methodologies to collection-art. 

 

 

 

 



General Overview: Collection as Artistic Genre 

Throughout the Twentieth Century many artists have actively interacted with museums and 

concepts of collection6. This paper will accept the premise of Grasskamp, that collection has 

become an independent artistic genre (1983, p.132) and furthermore will propose that specific 

shifts in artist/museum/collection discourse have occurred. Authorities including Grasskamp 

(1983), McShine (1999), Putnam (2001) and Conkleton (1998) outline the changing role of 

collection as an artistic mode of operation. These cited authorities consider the work of Marcel 

Duchamp as precursing the interaction with museums and collections. As art authority Lisa 

Corrin contends, “since Duchamp signed a ordinary urinal Fountain (1917), the uneasy 

relationship between art and its contextual frame [the museum/art gallery] has been a distinct 

subject matter for artists” (2004, p.383). It would seem that Duchamp and his compatriots of 

Dada and Surrealism were specifically derisive towards the museum’s authority.  

 

Authorities target conceptual art of the late 1960s/ early 1970s as an extension of previous 

museum critique. Noted Conceptual artists and artworks13 created their own museums of 

everyday objects in order critique and subvert the power structures and value systems of the 

museum institution. Similarly, artists in the 1980’s and early 1990’s continued this critique, this 

time within the museum itself. Museum interventions7 embarked on re-writing histories and 

contexts in order to interrupt institutional conventions by way of incorporating the museum’s 

collection of objects within or in juxtaposition to the artwork. Both artist museums and museum  

 

                                                
6 It is acknowledged that art of previous centuries referenced the collection and the museum. For example, 
artist Charles Wilson Peale is accredited with creating the first American natural history museum, his 
painting The Artist in His Museum (1822) depicts the relationship between collection and artist (McShine 
1999, p.44). Similarly, Dutch artists of the vanitas tradition such as Johann Georg Hainz Jewel Casket 
(1666) painted pictures of collections as a form of still life (Grasskamp 1983, p.131).  
13 For example Marcel Broodthaers, Musee d’ Art Moderne, Department des Aigle’s (1968-1972), Daniel 
Spoerri, Musee Sentimental (1979) and Joseph Beuys, Beuys Block (1968). 
7 Including Joseph Kosuth’s The Play of the Unmentionable (1992) and Barbara Bloom Never Odd or 
Even’(1992) amongst countless others. 



interventions involved what, art critic Sheryl Conkleton claims, was “a critical perspective on 

existing cultural institutions as well as an interdisciplinary and contextual method: culture 

became the object of artistic inquiry” (1989, p.125). 

 

Key interdisciplinary art and museology texts, such as James Putnam’s Art and Artefact: the 

Museum as Medium (2001), Schaffner and Winzen’s Deep Storage: Collecting, Storing and 

Archiving in Art (1998), Kynaston McShine’s The Museum as Muse: artists reflect (1999) and 

Bronson and Gale’s Museums by Artists (1983) survey previous art movements within the 

context of museological tendencies and have re-located much of the readymade and found 

object art of previous art movements within the frameworks of collection-art. The advent of the 

ready-made in the works of the Dadaist Marcel Duchamp, the Surrealist juxtaposition of 

everyday objects, such as Joseph Cornell and Pop Art’s affiliation with the consumer object, as 

in the work of Andy Warhol, are considered precursors to contemporary collection-art. 

Although much of the object-based art that came out of these movements referenced collection 

practices, it was primarily for the purposes of museum institution critique8, or discounting the 

high/low hierarchies of art. Twentieth century artists have recontextualised the objects common 

to life (the ready-made and the everyday) within the museum canon, utilising the museum 

canon’s methodology. Marcel Duchamp’s Boite en valise (1941)9, Joseph Cornell’s Pharmacy 

(1943)10 and Andy Warhol’s Time Capsules (1974)11, amongst countless other artists and 

                                                
8 Andy Warhol’s Raid the Icebox 1(1970) was a forerunner to the numerous artist/ museum projects and 
exhibitions of the late 20th century. Warhol selected items from the Museum of Art Rhode Island School of 
Design to incorporate in installation. Unlike future museum/ artist exhibitions (Rosslynd Pigott Double 
breath (contained) of the sitter (1994), Lois Lawler A Forest of Signs (1989), amongst others) Warhol’s 
display methodology did not attempt to convey untold or hidden histories, instead as art critic Rachel Kent 
argues, it reflected Warhol’s “ongoing artistic engagement with consumer culture” (1999, p.11). 
9 Art critic Benjamin Buchloh argues that Marcel Duchamp changed “the role of the artist as creator into 
that of collector” (1983, p.46). He specifically references Boite en valise (1940) in which the artist’s 
previous works were reproduced on a smaller scale, collected and mounted like a small museum. 
Duchamp’s critique of the museum system stems beyond his argument “Everything in life is art if I call it 
Art, or if I hang it in a museum its art” (Duchamp cited in Freybourg 1990, p.23).  
10 Cornell’s sculpture, Pharmacy (1943), ordered, labeled and displayed vials filled with found objects such 
as tin foil, corks and wire. Waldman suggests that Cornell draws upon Duchamp’s work of the same name 



artworks, are exemplars of the ways in which artists amass common objects and apply 

museological practices to them such as ordering, labelling and taxonomic display12.  Arguably, 

the legitimising affects of collection methodology validate everyday objects with imposed 

value, aura and prestige.   

 

The study of museology and material culture collection has lead to a re-thinking of the ways 

museums had previously displayed cultures and their histories. According to museology 

authority Bettina Carbonell (2004), postmodernism has changed the way museums present 

issues concerning colonialism, patriarchal epistemology and indigenous cultures. Similarly, the 

artist interventions that highlighted these issues has lead to the view of Putnam (2001), Murray 

(1998) and Corrin (2004) that the museum now comfortably engages in self critique. As Corrin 

contends, “from dissecting the museum apparatus to mastering it on its own terms…artists have 

re-shaped the institution in permanent ways that will affect the way audiences see collections in 

the future” (2004, p.387). Curators, Putnam (2001) and McShine (1999) concur that the 

dialogue between artist and museum influences the ways in which they both present their 

collections. However this dialogue is not always considered advantageous. In his text Return of 

the Real (1996), art authority, Hal Foster, contends that although the artistic subversion of 

museology exposes and reframes the institutional codings of art and artefacts, it often renders 

the museum more “hermetic and narcissistic” (1996, p.196).  

                                                                                                                                            
and so invokes the altered ‘ready-made’ and references the museum (1992, p.209). Art authority, Ingrid 
Schaffner argues that Cornell saw himself as an historian and wanted his collections to be part of a 
museum, his ‘gathering, collecting and collating material was an endless process of research’ (1999, p.104). 
11 Among Warhol’s collecting projects was the Time Capsules (1974), over 600 boxes filled with the 
ephemera of Warhol’s daily life, including photos, letters, clothes, art work and invoices, nearly everything 
that passed over Warhol's desk on a particular day would be put in a cardboard box, labeled with the date 
and stored. They were a museum to himself and like much of his work imparted value on everyday objects. 
12 While the focus of this paper is the museological practices used by artists, there are countless artists who 
have collected objects for reasons of ‘aesthetics’ and ‘creativity’ over the notion of institutional critique. 
For example Kurt Schwitters’ Merzbau (1920-1936) where Schwitters collected the detritus from the streets 
of Hanover and arranged it in his home to crate caves and grottoes dedicated to people and places 
(interestingly, Cardinal [1994, p.76-79] puts forward the argument that Schwitters’ practice complies with 
many museology methodologies). Other such artists and artworks include Arman’s Le Plein (1960) and 
Tony Cragg’s Britain Seen from the North (1981). 



 

Thus the consensus between authorities, Putnam (2001), McShine (1999) and Schaffner and 

Winzen (1998) appears to be that much collection based art practice is located within the 

critique of the museum institution. Due to the active role museums are taking in the re-visiting 

of constructed cultural ‘otherness’, along with the multitude of artist museums and museum 

interventions that have contributed to the museum’s re-structure of collections to reflect 

culturally inclusive mores, it seems necessary to examine the collection from an alternative 

perspective. Namely, this paper suggests that perhaps the artist intervention and museum 

critique although present, are no longer the primary concerns of collection based art 

practitioners and that a move toward individual interpretations of collections is warranted. 

 

In her essay, Dialectic: the deceptive play of the individual or in the archive Conkleton, 

prescribes another form of collection, one which resides in the personal. As she argues, 

The critique of the authority offered by culture and its institutions that was 
implicit in these investigations has given way to a newly-and differently-
conceived and practiced use of the archive. The archive has been emptied 
of given meanings by artists…while they co-opt the forms of the archive 
and its institutional practices, the context of the work is no longer an 
examination of cultural meanings, but a particular expression- even more 
than an investigation- of individuality and creativity (1998, p.125). 
 

Conkleton argues that artists of the past decade are presenting a distinctively different form of 

collection based art practice. She contends that specifically, artists are using the collection to 

assert individual personality and perspective, while mimicking aspects of the institutional 

collection. Corrin concurs that, “recently there has been a reconciliation between artists and 

museums…artists are using its format to create their own exhibitions and museums” (2004, 

p.384), which similarly Olivera et al. (2003, p.133) contends, is based on an emphasis of 

personal narratives of the everyday rather than master narratives of the institution. In other 

words, rather than critiquing the museum, its histories and practices, many contemporary artists 



have moved toward adopting museum methodologies, rather than critiquing them, for their own 

individualistic pursuits of recontextualising the everyday object. As authorities Conkleton 

(1998), Corrin (2004) and Olivera et al. (2003) simply cite the existence of this issue in broad 

terms, providing a few exemplars of the trend by referencing some brief accounts of 

participating artists. However, they do so without critical analysis, it seems relevant to further 

their line of inquiry by investigating the ways in which the individual pursuits of selected artists 

are portrayed within their collection based artworks. 

 

It would seem that the contrast between private (individual) and public (institutional) collection 

is apparent. Cultural theorist Walter Benjamin, a collector himself, writes of the demise of the 

personal collector at the hands of the public collection, he argues, 

The phenomenon of collecting loses its meaning as it loses its personal 
owner. Even though public collections may be less objectionable socially 
and more useful academically than private collections, the objects get their 
due only in the latter [personal collections] (1969, p.67). 

 

Art authority Douglas Crimp, in his text On the Museum’s Ruins (1995) reviews Benjamin’s 

writing and contends that indeed the personal collection has become extinct in favour of the 

public collection13. Crimp identifies an important difference between the public collection of 

the museum and the private collection, he claims that the museum constructs a cultural history 

which presents an eternal image of the past, where as the private collection is “re-collected in 

accordance with the political perception of the moment” (1995, p.204). Crimp’s argument 

suggests that the individualistic aspects of collecting are perhaps more culturally relevant to 

current thinking as they do not comply with the historic narratives of the past which the 

museum is focused upon. This paper suggests that perhaps Crimp’s view of the defunct 

personal collection was short sighted and that the individual collection has re-emerged (indeed, 
                                                
13 According to collection authority Paula Findlen, the original usage of the term ‘museum’ related to 
private collections, the 18th century cultivated the current interpretation of the ‘museum’ as residing within 
the public and institutional domain (2004, p.24). 



if it ever really was extinct), as evidenced by a series of artist case studies which use 

individualistic motivations as a mode of everyday object recontextualisation. Furthermore this 

paper suggests that the re-thinking of the current cultural narratives provided by everyday 

objects within collection based art practice is underpinned by postmodern theory. 

 

Postmodernism and the Collection of Everyday Objects 

Art Historian David Joselit argues in his text American Art since 1945, that a historical 

distinction is evident between “the widespread deployment of readymade commodities” in 

postmodern art and the earlier practices of Duchamp and modernist object based art. This 

difference is based on the premise that postmodernism engages with the “psychological 

identification established between people and things” (2003, p.208-10). It would seem that 

everyday objects are increasingly recognised for their own meaning and significance to 

humanity. Postmodern art has continued to break down the boundaries between, art and life, 

high art and low/mass culture and the hierarchical systems between objects.  

 

Contentiously, postmodernism has altered the way we view our relationship with objects and 

their collection. The ‘Marxist’ process of ‘objectification’ (the subordination of human subject 

to object) became a process of estrangement and alienation, the object was considered 

overvalued within society and the ‘social ills of capitalism’ were realised through material 

culture (Dant 1999, p.10-11). Postmodernism on the other hand, appears to have bought about 

an equalization of object hierarchies in that ‘everything in our social life…can be said to have 

become ‘cultural’” (Jameson cited in Featherstone 1991, p.8)14. Interestingly, it would appear 

that consumer commodities have moved from a materialist emphasis and the negative 

                                                
14 Jameson sees this as a cultural emptiness and superficiality (1991, p.16-19), while Featherstone regards 
Jameson’s view as reductive and generally regards the inclusive aspects of postmodernism in a positive 
light (1991, p.62-62). 



connotations often associated with this to a cultural emphasis, which is widely perceived in a 

more positive light.  

 

A similar de-construction of object value has occurred within consumer culture. Belk (2001), 

Pearce (1998) and Martin (1999) appear to agree that contemporary culture has recently been 

interested in consumer commodities, everyday items that are consequently invested with value 

by the collector. Historically, this is at odds with the value systems and hierarchies attributed to 

objects within collections. However, it is evidenced in a proliferation of collector specific texts 

and exemplified in the large number of websites that encourage the online trading of such 

objects15 that many contemporary collectors are amassing everyday items in order to 

archaeologise current society and culture.  This is illustrated in Martin’s text Popular Culture 

and the Everyday Self (1999, p.1) which asserts,   

Accumulating what might, in other circumstances, be seen as the material 
detritus of consumer society is now a common way of re-assuring ones 
self of ones relationship to society by what we choose to see reflected 
back in the collected material.  
 

This paper will accept the assertions of Belk (2001), Martin (1999) and Joselit (2003) and 

concur that everyday objects are now widely considered to represent cultural and societal 

concerns. In fact, Belk contends that “ordinary profane commodities” [everyday objects] are 

transformed “into sacred items” through the legitimising effects of the collection (Belk in 

Pearce 1994, p.320).  This paper will develop Belk’s argument that the legitimisation of 

everyday objects is conferred by means of museology methodology, by establishing collection 

motivations as a similar recontextualising tool. This paper will provide evidence that 

motivations impart distinctive purpose to a collection, a framework by which objects are 

considered to belong together and are not merely an accumulation of disparate items, as well as 

                                                
15 These include publications such as Antiques and Collectibles, Collectors News, and websites including e-
bay, booksandcollectables.com and collectiblestoday.com.  



asserting that the mimicking of methodological aspects of collecting further create meaningful 

relationships between objects.  

 

Collection Motivations 

In her key text Museums Objects and Collections, Pearce identifies sixteen possible purposes 

behind collecting16 which she corresponds to three collecting categories. Firstly, fetishistic 

collecting, the removal of an object from its cultural context and its redefinition in terms of the 

collector’s personality, identity or values; secondly, souvenir collecting, the object being re-

identified in terms of nostalgia and having the ability to bring the past into the present; and 

thirdly, systematic collecting, the recontextualisation of objects in order to represent an 

ideology (Pearce 1992, p.69-88). Although authorities from the fields of aesthetics (Bal 1994), 

psychoanalysis (Munsterberger 1994) and consumer studies (Belk 2001) have developed 

explanations concerning the question of why people collect, these concepts can be 

encompassed by Pearce’s theory of three collecting categories. For example, Munsterberger 

(1994, p.253-255) contends that as collectors have emotional relationships with objects, their 

collections can reflect reminiscences of childhood (Pearce’s souvenir collection) or as 

fulfilment of imaginary longings (Pearce’s fetishistic collection). As cited in the introduction, 

collection motivations are rarely considered in regards to contemporary collection-art, it 

therefore seems relevant to further research into this field with consideration to these issues. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
16 These being, prestige, perfection, aesthetics, competition, risk, leisure, fantasy, sensual gratification, 
domination, sexual foreplay, extending the self, achieving immortality, a sense of community, desire to 
reframe objects, the pleasing rhythm of sameness and difference and reaffirming the body (Pearce 1992, 
p.69). 



(1) Fetishistic Collection: 

In her discussion of fetishism, Pearce explains that this term has negative connotations and is 

associated with obsessive qualities. However, within museology, this term refers to collections 

which are detached from any original context. Fetishistic collections are defined by Pearce as 

being an accumulation of as many samples of a particular object as possible, these collections 

are not usually organised but arranged to the collector’s best advantage (Pearce 1994, p.196-

201)17. 

 

Cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard’s text, Systems of Collecting (1994) approaches motivations 

for collecting from a psychological standpoint. As fetishism emerges as a key consideration in 

his text, he identifies the collection as objects of passion to be possessed and argues that “a 

correlation with sexuality can often be demonstrated” (1994, p.9). Although Baudrillard states, 

“the practice of collecting is not equivalent to a sexual practice, in so far as it does not seek to 

still a desire” (1994, p.9), the remainder of his text emphasizes the collector’s pursuit of 

fanaticism, secrecy, narcissism and desire. His text appears to imply the stereotype of fetishism; 

that ultimately this type of collector is “impoverished and inadequate” (1994, p.23). This view 

is shared by other authorities including Munsterberger (1994), Rheims (1961) and Zorach 

(2001), all of whom appear to comply with the psychoanalytic Freudian theory, that collecting 

is compulsive and related to childhood trauma, especially castration anxiety. This argument will 

be extended with reference to the case studied artists, Damien Hirst, Sylvie Fleury and Mike 

Kelley (Chapter 2). Key texts examining this form of collecting will include authorities from 

the fields of anthropology, consumerism, psychoanalytic theory, art criticism and material 

culture. 

                                                
17 For example, collection authority, Philip Blom, case studies Arnold de Wit as a fetishistic collector. He 
argues that deWit’s restless pursuit of shoes is fanatic. The collector devotes himself to their care and 
display, lovingly polishing them and revering their beauty. The shoes to de Wit are no longer functional as 
shoes, but rather, represent people and so become ritualistic and fetishistic (Blom 2002, p.164-5). 



 

(2) The Souvenir Collection:  

Souvenir collections as Pearce argues, like fetishistic collections are wholly personal. They are 

comprised of samples of the past which are nostalgic and memorable. These collections are 

usually made up of differing objects which achieve unity through their ability to represent the 

collector’s life history (Pearce 1994 p.195-196). Susan Stewart confers with this idea in her 

text On Longing, Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (1984). 

Like fetishistic collections, the souvenir collection is removed from its context of origin, 

however, the souvenir collection’s value to the collector lies in the objects ability to 

authenticate memory and so the object’s context is re-considered through narrative and 

nostalgia (Stewart 1989, p.150)18. Both Pearce and Stewart contend that the problematic nature 

of the souvenir collection lies in its inability to convey cultural insight. This argument will be 

examined in relation to the case studied artists Christian Boltanski, Luke Roberts and On 

Kawara (Chapter 3). This discussion will further draw upon texts from material culture, cultural 

theory, post-colonialism and art critical perspectives. 

 

(3) The Systematic Collection: 

Systemic collections are based on principals of organisation and are a selection of objects 

which are intended to represent all other objects of their kind. Pearce argues that in the case of 

systemic collections, the objects are re-contextualised through relationships of seriality. New 

meanings for the objects emerge through their relationship to each other (1994 p.201-203). 

Interestingly, Stewart argues, “the boundary between [systemic] collection and fetishism is 

mediated by classification and display in tension with accumulation and secrecy” (1984, 

                                                
18 An example of the souvenir collector can be found in theorist and bibliophile, Walter Benjamin. Each 
book in his collection evokes memories of cities and rooms where the books were discovered and stored, as 
he states, “Every passion borders on the chaotic, but the collector’s passion boarders on the chaos of 
memories” (1969, p.60). 



p.163)19. From this statement it could be argued that systematic collections are generally 

considered in a more positive light as they comply with the methodologies of classification and 

so are imparted with knowledge rather than desire or nostalgia. Further investigations will 

expand upon the systematic collection in relation to artists, Jason Rhoades, Karsten Bott and 

Elizabeth Gower (chapter 4). 

 

Collection Methodologies 

In his scientific text Ordering the World (1981), David Knight argues that humanity has a 

preoccupation with collection and classification, and that ordering the world through these 

processes questions the world and Man’s (sic) place within it. Anthropologist James Clifford 

develops the fundamentality of collecting, in his text On Collecting Art and Culture (Clifford in 

Mirzoeff 1998, p.96), where he relates the gathering of objects as “a strategy for the 

deployment of possessive self, culture and authenticity”. He contends that through selection, 

order and classification rituals “man is able to make the world his own”. 

 

This paper maintains that through collecting methodologies, a greater understanding of objects 

and societal and individual relationships with them may be possible. Baudrillard (1994, p.11) 

concurs with authorities including Pearce (1994), Belk (2001) and Dant (1999) in claiming, that 

the “possessed” nature of objects allows the object to be personalised, its owner thus governs 

the object’s meaning. Through cataloguing, classifying, arranging and sorting the object, the 

object reflects what the owner finds desirable. Baudrillard further contends that through the 

system of collecting “one invests in objects all that one finds possible to invest in human 

                                                
19 Collector Robert Opie is case studied by Martin as a systemic collector. Over his lifetime Opie has 
collected over 100, 000 examples of packaging and advertisement items. These items are systematically 
classified and catalogued into groups which depict a complete picture or ideology relating to the fads and 
evolutions of packaging.  Martin argues that although Opie's collection is obsessional (fetishistic) his 
collecting is “accepted” due to its “museumness” or systemic nature (1999, p.56-7). 



relationship”. As referenced in the introduction, authorities including Putnam (2001), McShine 

(1999), Schaffner and Winzen (1998) and Bronson and Gale (1983) all recognise that many 

collection art practitioners utilise collection methodologies within their work, however as these 

authorities primarily relegate its use to institutional critique it would appear significant to 

further this line of inquiry by examining the use of methodologies in regard to individual 

collection practices. 

 

(1) Classification: 

Taxonomy is a systematic mode of classification which involves comparing and contrasting 

objects to each other in order to group objects of a similar description together. Pearce explains 

this process by saying that “collection depends upon principles of organisation …the emphasis 

is upon classification in which specimens are extracted from their context and put in 

relationships created by seriality” (1994, p.87). Collectors who articulate this method in their 

collection may ask a set of uniform questions about the objects in their collection in order to 

appreciate similarities and differences, the intention being to characterise the objects. This 

process could be seen as de-contextualising the object from its original context. 

 

It is important here to note, that although scientific in its application, classification is a 

subjective process assumed by the interpreter (Prown 1994, p.133-38). Therefore, the way we 

view collections is connected to their grouping and juxtaposition. According to Olivera (1994, 

p.124) “systems of classification…carry with them the prejudices and assumptions of those 

who devise and use them”. In other words, as referenced previously, the collector actively 

creates the meaning for the collection.  

 

This paper will argue that, within the context of contemporary art practice, classification is a 

central mode of recontextualising the object. Through subjective juxtapositions the artist is able 



to present new meanings for everyday objects.  Classification processes are clearly evident in 

the works of artists Sylvie Fleury (Chapter 2), Luke Roberts (Chapter 3) and Karsten Bott  

 (Chapter 4). 

 

(2) Order: 

Ordering of the collection takes place after the process of classification. Based on the findings 

from this process, the collector is able to place objects into categories or sets. According to 

museologist, McClung Fleming these sets are emergent from the classification process and 

usually depict history, materiality, environment, or significance (Fleming cited in Pearce 1994, 

p.125-33). At this stage of ordering, the collector may invoke the ritual of assessing and 

appraising elements of the collection, putting aside any items which are inadequate in the 

collector’s view.  

 

It is apparent that at the ordering stage of the collection process, relationships are formed 

between objects and new meanings emerge, in other words, the collection is recontextualised. 

Pearce concurs with semiotic theorist Ferdinand de Sassure, who argues that the structuring 

process of ordering means that the object “works not in discreet pieces but in sets, in which 

meaning depends upon relationships and categories are created by the distinction which divides 

one set from another” (Pearce 1994 p. 21).  

 

Similarly, cultural theorist Levi-Strauss (cited in Charbonnier 2002, p.81) contends that these 

recontextualised relationships are specifically apparent in everyday object art. He claims that, 

“it is not the every day object in itself which is a work of art but certain arrangements or 

patterns, or relationships between objects”. The ready-made is an object within the context of 

other objects and can be ordered according to several different styles, he makes the analogy that 

“a sea shell is not the same thing in one of the rooms of the natural history museum as it is 



when in the possession of a curio collector”. This methodology of order features in the work of 

Mike Kelley (Chapter 2) On Kawara (Chapter 3) and Elizabeth Gower (Chapter 4). 

 

(3) Display: 

Display, in either public or private collections, is the mode in which the collector’s subjective 

findings of the nature of the objects in his collection can be viewed and interpreted. The serial 

relationships and sets are usually physically arranged to depict the historical, material, 

environmental or significant meanings of objects discovered or re-contextualised in the 

classification and ordering processes.  

 

Belk (2001, p.128) explains that collections are usually displayed in one of three ways. Firstly, 

linear progression, in which a designated route of chronology or narrative leads the viewer from 

one object to the next, what could be described as an A to B journey of the objects in a 

collection. Secondly, objects may be displayed by subject group or materials, all the objects of 

a similar nature are placed together- this is a taxonomic example of groupings. Thirdly, the 

collection may be displayed as an entire environment or setting in order to create a complete 

picture.  Display techniques of these descriptions can be evidenced in the work of Damien Hirst 

(Chapter 2), Christian Boltanski (Chapter 3) and Jason Rhoades (chapter 4). 

 

In summary, this literature review has identified the key arguments surrounding collection as 

artistic genre and recognised the need for further investigation into the ways contemporary 

artists are incorporating individual narratives of the everyday within their collection works. It 

would seem that postmodernism has led to the deconstruction of object hierarchies, whereby 

the everyday object is currently associated with cultural value. This chapter recognised the 

argument presented by Belk (2001), that within the context of collection, everyday objects can 

be further legitimised through museology methodologies and motivations. It endorsed Pearce’s 



seminal writings and arguments surrounding the concepts of collection motivations of fetish, 

souvenir and system. Furthermore, it defined the key methodologies of classification, order and 

display. The following chapter will raise the question, what can we understand about 

human/object relationships in the context of fetishistic collection? 

                                                          

 

 

 

 

                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                       Chapter 2 

The Fetishistic Collection 

 

This chapter will case study artists, Damien Hirst, Sylvie Fleury and Mike Kelley in order to 

demonstrate some of the complex ways humanity interacts with objects. By examining 

collector-artists’ work from both art critical and material culture perspectives, the everyday 

object will be considered for its ability to convey meaning and insight into three major spheres 

of social life, namely, religion, consumerism and sexuality. These areas will be considered in 

terms of museological practice as a subsidiary issue.  

 

This investigation underlines the paper’s hypothesis that contemporary collection-art engages a 

postmodern view of the everyday object whereby some artists render the objects ‘valuable’ by 

attributing complex meanings to them. In this way, everyday objects are seen for their 

importance to individuals and for their cultural significance. Despite this interpretation, a 

modernist view of the fetishistic collection still prevails in the works of Hirst and Kelley in that 

this form of collecting is depicted by them as misguided and infantile. Fleury, on the other 

hand, celebrates the fetishistic collection and reflects the views of material cultural theorists 

that the fetishistic collection is an important form of societal expression that should be 

considered more widely in a positive light. This investigation raises the issue that perhaps if a 

postmodernist view of the fetishistic collection is to be further established, collection-artists 

should consider the fetishistic collection from gender and culturally inclusive perspectives, a 

concept which museums are beginning to embrace. 

 

 



Fetishistic collections reflect the object’s relationship to the collector as they are comprised of 

objects which are detached from their original context and supplemented with a new, greater 

significance based on the emotional needs and values of the collector. These collections are 

usually accumulations of the same object and are generally signifiers of desire20. The 

collector’s personality, identity or values are represented by the objects in the collection and 

seemingly, “the collection plays the crucial role in defining the personality of the collector, who 

maintains a possessive but worshipful attitude towards his objects” (Pearce 1992, p.84). 

  

Interestingly, Pearce describes the term ‘fetishistic’ as “unfortunate”, as it would appear to have 

negative connotations. She explains that the term stems from the fields of anthropology, 

psychology and political science, which laden the term with the attributes of religious fervour, 

sexuality and materialism (1992, p.81). These interpretations provide the underpinnings of the 

fetishistic collection’s meaning, namely that when the object is removed from its original 

context of use it can become invested with a different emotion, power, or meaning beyond its 

considered original value. 

 

According to authorities Belk (2001), Dant (1999) and Gathercole (1991), the three variations 

of fetishism are as follows: firstly, religious fetishism-which stems from anthropology and 

involves the worship of objects in substitute for gods; secondly, commodity fetishism-which 

stems from Marx’s socio-political view, in which objects are attributed value and life beyond 

their original purpose; and thirdly, sexual fetishism- as attributed to Freud, in which the object 

can substitute or replace a sexual organ or desire. Writings in these areas have depicted the 

fetishistic collection as the overvaluation of objects to the point of the object/human 

relationship holding greater value than human/human relationships. The underlying view of 
                                                
20 Susan Pearce defines the fetishistic collection as, A collection formed by people whose imaginations 
identify with the objects they desire to gather…the urge is towards samples and as many as possible…the 
whole process is a deployment of the possessive self, a strategy of desire (1994, p.200). 



fetishistic collection as evidenced by Munsterberger (1994), Rheims (1961) and Zorach (2001) 

is that it is seemingly impoverished, where as material culture authorities Pearce (1994), Dant 

(1998) and Belk (2001) view the fetishistic collection, instead, as a means of exploring the 

social and cultural value of objects.  

 

This paper will extend the arguments of Pearce (1994), Belk (2001) and Dant (1998) by 

examining the fetishistic collection from an art critical perspective. This discussion will focus 

firstly on Hirst’s use of the religious fetishistic collection as metaphor for the everyday object 

as ‘sacred’ as evidenced in Standing Alone on the Precipice Overlooking the Arctic Wastelands 

of Pure Terror (1999-2000), secondly on Sylvie Fleury and her fetishistic commodity 

collection processes as a means of exploring individuality and personality as depicted in 

Delicious (1994) and thirdly on Mike Kelley’s sexual fetish collection as imagery which 

convey the sexualisation of culture as exemplified in Nostalgic Depiction of the Innocence of 

Childhood (1990). This chapter will attempt to provide evidence that the case studied artists 

mimic museology methodologies to legitimise aspects of their collection. Specifically, it will 

consider Hirst’s use of display techniques to convey aura, Sylvie Fleury’s classification of 

consumer commodities to convey value and Mike Kelley’s depiction of order to create 

relationships between objects. It is important to recognise that these interpretations are not 

intrinsic to the objects but rather attributed to them via the motivation of fetishism and 

subsequent methodological relationship forming processes that the case studied artists have 

adopted. 

 



                                     Case Study: Damien Hirst 

The fetishistic collection as religious metaphor: 

The work and persona of British artist Damien Hirst has been commonly labelled by art critics 

(Corris 1997, Turner 2001 and Rimanelli 2000) as ‘sensationalist’ and ‘shocking’. While 

critiques of his work widely centre around his use of vivisected animals, they rarely recognise 

that his oeuvre of vitrine sculptures21 can be seen as a cohesive body of work which reference 

collection practices22. Both Button (1999) and Nochlin (1999) have described Hirst’s animals in 

formaldehyde as being natural history sculptures and his vitrines of medical instruments and the 

like as Wunderkammer23. 

 

Arguably, Damien Hirst’s Standing Alone on the Precipice Overlooking the Arctic Wastelands 

of Pure Terror (1999-2000)24 (figure 1) sculpture is a religious form of fetishistic collection. 

Dant defines the religious fetishistic collection as referring to the worship of objects as gods. 

They are objects which gain meaning through the ritualization of the object thus the object is 

recontextualised as magical and powerful by the collector (1999, p.42-43). Pearce concurs that 

this anthropological form of fetishism is used to “describe material objects which are 

worshipped for their magical powers, believed to be inherent rather than deriving from an 

                                                
21 Including works such as Dead Ends Died Out (1995) (cigarette butts displayed in a vitrine) and We’ve 
Got Style (1993) (plates, jugs and cups on display shelves). 
 
22 Art authority, Stuart Morgan evidences Hirst's assimilation of collection processes in relating the story of 
how Hirst stumbled upon the house of Mr. Barnes, a neighborhood character whose rooms were filled from 
floor to ceiling with objects he had amassed in a taxonomic way. It is purported that Mr. Barnes’ collection 
served as an inspiration to Hirst as did the work of collector artists Kurt Schwitters and Joseph Cornell 
(1997, p.68). 
 
23 Wunderkammer are the cabinets of curiosity from the 15th to 17th Centuries. These collections were a 
particular expression of an individual's collecting interests. Containing objects such as Roman ruins, 
antique statues and mummified fingers, the Wunderkammer embraced the notion that the mysteries of the 
world could be contained in one room or cabinet. They are recognized to be the precursors of the modern 
museum (Stewart 1998, p.291-295). 
24 Damien Hirst has presented three works comprised of pills encased in a mirror-backed cabinet. These 
include; Infinity (2001), The Void (2000) and Standing Alone… (1999-2000) this is the most widely 
recognized form of this work and so will be discussed in this paper. 



indwelling god or spirit” (1994, p.199).  This section will investigate whether the worship of 

objects is somehow misguided. 

 

 

Figure 1. 
Standing Alone on the Precipice Overlooking the Arctic Wastelands of Pure Terror 1999-2000 (detail} 
Damien Hirst 
Stainless steel and glass cabinet with resin, metal and plaster pills 
236 x 871 x 11 cm. 
Collection not provided 
 

 

Standing Alone… is comprised of 8000 common pharmaceutical pills such as Mylanta 

(prescribed for nervous stomach digestive disorders), Valium (for sedation) and Viagra (for 

sexual enhancement) amongst thousands of others. These pills are displayed on metal shelves 



within a mirror-backed cabinet, visually conveying a vast sea of colour25. Hirst presents these 

pills to the viewer as a metaphor for God and argues that pills can connote religious fervour, as 

he believes society unquestioningly instils magical powers of immortality and salvation into 

medicine (Burn & Hirst 2003, Online).  The religious fetishistic collection thus serves the 

cultural purpose of myth, providing explanation in the absence of ‘truth’, in the case of Hirst’s 

Standing Alone…, the ‘myth’ of religion is replaced by science, but science then becomes 

mythical. 

 

Hirst’s objective in the sardonic use of the fetishistic collection as a metaphor for the worship 

of God can be more widely appreciated within the context of his other works. His installation 

Pharmacy 26(1993) (figure 2) and ongoing spot-painting series titled after pharmaceuticals, 

reflect Hirst’s interest in medicine and are recognised as referencing humanity’s worship of 

science. Art critic, Jerry Saltz (1995, p.85), reflects on Hirst’s Pharmacy installation and 

argues,  

These drugs form a kind of analogue for the mysteries of the human body 
and its vast and hermetic complexity-and the ever present human desire to 
thwart disease and death in favour of more life. 
 
 

This statement can equally apply to Standing Alone… and forms the crux of Hirst’s ideas 

surrounding medicine. Art critic, Grady Turner agrees that Hirst’s pharmaceutical collection 

represents how, within society “the mysteries once given meaning by religion have gradually 

                                                
 
25 Arguably, Standing Alone…complies with many attributes of the fetishistic collection. Hirst’s 
accumulation of thousands of the same object represents an identification with the object and a desire to 
gather more, as Pearce notes, the fetishistic collection’s “urge is towards samples, and as many as 
possible” (1994, p.200). Similarly, art curator Brian Wallis (1986, p.27) argues that the viewer becomes 
seduced by the fetish object’s “brilliant finish, bright colours, repetition, accumulation” devices which 
are specifically apparent in Standing Alone…. 
 
26 Hirst’s Pharmacy is possibly a reference to two other ‘pharmacies’ of the ready made, Marcel 
Duchamp’s Pharmacie (1914) a re-worked commercial print and Joseph Cornell’s Pharmacy (1952) a 
collection of apothecary bottles on cabinet shelves. 



been reclassified as systems to be treated with the right cocktail of pharmaceuticals” and that 

“religion has been displaced by a secular creed founded on science, medicine and technology” 

(2001, p.99)27. If Turner’s statement is regarded in the context of Standing Alone…, then this 

accumulation of pills is a metaphor for the worship of God and represents medicine as a new 

religion. Hirst’s religious fetishistic collection is worshipped by contemporary society, 

replacing a spiritual bliss with a chemical one. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. 
Pharmacy 1993 (installation view) 
Damien Hirst 
Pharmacy items 
Dimensions and collection not specified 
 

 

                                                
27 The concept of science as religion and its formation through fetish worship is an established one. 
Anthropologist, Dugald Campbell muses about the “European blind belief in the medical doctor” arguing 
that European belief in medicine is not far removed from the African belief that fetish objects can cure 
sickness (Campbell in Shelton 1995, p.16). Cultural theorist William Pietz (1996, p.199-200) similarly 
discusses the link between fetishism, God and science. He argues that Enlightenment philosopher Auguste 
Compte wished to replace the false religion of God with the true religion of science, and that this would be 
achieved through the worship of fetish objects.   



It would seem that Hirst’s depiction of society’s view of medicine as God is a disparaging one.  

Hirst discusses medicine as an imperfect substitute for an omnipotent God (Turner 1995, p.99) 

and argues that people believe in medicine’s infallibility. Hirst says of people’s faith in 

medicine,  

They [people] were looking at shiny colours and bright shapes and nice 
white coats and cleanliness and they were going right - this is going to be 
my saviour…there seems to be a lot of trickery going on (Burns & Hirst 
2003, Online). 
 

 

Thus it could be convincingly argued that Hirst’s religious fetishistic collection is a depiction of 

his personal values. These telling statements by Hirst point to the ides that the collection he has 

amassed relates to society’s worship of medicine rather than his own. Arguably, Hirst is thus 

subverting aspects of the fetishistic collection – by appointing these objects to society rather 

than directly to himself, he undermines the supposed personalized nature of the fetishistic 

collection and thus reflects broader sociological insight regarding where he thinks modern 

religion is heading28.  

 

Although Hirst may present the worship of objects as misguided many material culture 

authorities see it as an inherent aspect of many cultures and argue that it should not be 

considered in such a disparaging light. Both Dant (1999) and Shelton (1995) remark that 

religious fetishism is entwined with European prejudices and is seen to be the most primitive 

form of religious practice. Primarily associated with African worship, fetishism was seen as a 

‘savage’ and ‘superstitious’ form of worship (Shelton 1995, p.20). By acknowledging the 

negative connotations of religious fetishism, Dant and Shelton both recognise its value as 

                                                
28 Speculatively, this disparaging view of medicine as ‘God’ may stem from Hirst’s Catholic upbringing 
and his reportedly reinvigorated faith (La Placa 2003, Online) or, alternately, as a reflection on his 
purported lifestyle of hard living where pharmaceuticals played a part (Kino 2001). Thus it could be 
convincingly argued that Hirst’s religious fetishistic collection is a depiction of his personal values.  
 



informing our understanding of material culture and the importance of objects to people. Pearce 

similarly points out that the Portuguese, who coined the term ‘fetish’ in reference to religion, 

used the term indiscriminately for all religious objects (1994, p.199). Furthermore, as Shelton 

argues, religious fetishism is equally apparent in Christian iconographic conventions and as 

such the term has recently been reclaimed from a postmodern perspective and acknowledged as 

a form of cultural existence (1995, p.49). From this analogy, it could be said that Hirst presents 

a postmodern interpretation29 of the religious fetishistic collection. Rather than the stereotypical 

‘African-savage’ model of fetish worship that has been consistently portrayed by ethnographic 

museums, Hirst presents a re-considered Europeanised mode of fetish worship, specific to 

Western society. Despite this analogy, it would seem that the impoverished interpretation of 

religious fetishism prevails within the context of visual art collection practice. This raises the 

question; how are museums portraying this form of cultural existence? 

 

According to ethnographer Francoise Lionnet, museums such as The Tervuren Museum of 

Central Africa still render the African religious fetish as ‘savage’. The objects within these 

collections are considered detached from and un-identifiable with Eurocentric understanding. 

Despite this, Lionnett contends that some museums are moving toward a more encompassing 

reality for the religious fetish. She cites the exemplary Mary and Leigh Brooks Museum of Art 

as a leading figure in the depictions of a similarity of religion in the ‘Africa-descended world’ 

and European culture. Lionnet urges future exhibitions of this nature to forge along similar 

lines (2004, p.97-101). Curator of anthropology Enid Schildkrout concurs, that a postmodern 

re-examination of the religious fetish and other colonial stereotypes of African culture is 

needed. However, she contends that the viewing public are often unfamiliar with the self-

reflexive and deconstructive approach museums are using to impart new meanings on 
                                                
29 As identified by Sim (2005, p.238), Hirst’s work epitomizes numerous postmodern attributes including 
his denial of artistic continuity and coherency, his questioning of originality and his eclectic referencing of 
the past. 



previously imperialist collections and suggests that the artist becomes a more effective 

ethnographer than the curator in the mind of the viewer within the museum context. 

 

Display to enhance the worship of objects: 

Significantly, Hirst does not present his fetishistic collection in the way Pearce suggests such 

objects are usually displayed. Rather than displaying objects to the collector’s best advantage, 

instead, the artist mimics museological display methodologies. The vitrine in Standing Alone… 

(figure 3) is employed to assert the museum’s sanctifying mechanisms of aura and value upon 

the collected objects. As Putnam argues, Hirst’s “formal groups of objects have the 

authoritative look of a museum display” (2001, p.37). Conversely, the vitrine in Hirst’s works 

operates as a formal apparatus rather than a museum critique. Hirst sees the vitrine as a 

Minimalist device, and argues that it is able to define a space for itself and the objects within, 

creating a physical barrier between viewer and object, where the fragility of objects are 

enclosed and protected (Burn & Hirst 2001, p.39). Thus it would seem the museum is imitated, 

yet allegories and critiques of the institution are minimal within the work. 

 

As Hirst uses the display methodology of the grid, each pill is evenly placed within the vitrine.  

A linear structure is imposed, by which the medication is organised on shelves according to 

what part of the body the pill claims to heal, the top shelf being for the head and systematically 

working down to ailments of the feet. This arrangement is an important aspect of the work, 

such methodologies underline the rationality of science and medicine and lie in juxtaposition to 

the romanticized notions of religious fetishistic worship that highlight the work. Notably, Hirst 

justifies his fastidious arrangements when he argues,  

I think you can arrange anything with anything else…you can arrange 
emotions or feelings together…When they attempt to understand the 
world through medicine they try to isolate things and arrange them and it’s 
impossible (Hirst cited in Allthorp-Guyton 1992, p.62).  

 



 

Figure 3. 
Standing Alone on the Precipice Overlooking the Arctic Wastelands of Pure Terror 1999-2000 (view) 
Stainless steel and glass cabinet with resin, metal and plaster pills 
236 x 871 x 11cm 
Collection not provided 
 

 

Authorities Nochlin (1999), Allthorp-Guyton (1992) and Turner (2001) have described Hirst’s 

display rhetoric as evoking the wunderkammer. However, in light of the perceived religious 

metaphors behind Hirst’s work, it may be appropriate to liken his display rhetoric to that of the 

shrine. Interestingly, cultural historian Stephan Bann argues that the shrines of pre-Renaissance 

Europe “anticipated the wunderkammer”, which in turn is recognised as predating the 

contemporary museum (1995, p.15).  Seemingly, the shrine-like analogies of Standing 

Alone…are few, however Bann bases his correlations between shrine and cabinet on the 

rhetoric of spectacle, exemplified in the shrine via stain glass windows and the ostentation of 

jewels (1995, p.18-19).  

 



Arguably, elements of spectacle are apparent in Hirst’s work; size, repetition and colour create 

similar effects while equally the vitrine cabinet could be seen as a window, the mirror behind 

reflecting ambient light and the brightly coloured pills construed as jewels. Although this aspect 

of the display methodology may appear questionable, if it is considered within the context of 

the vitrine, which was originally adopted by the church for the housing of relics (Putnam 200, 

p.14), Hirst’s display methodology appears to re-enforce the interpretation of ‘medicine’ as 

religious fetish in doing so he highlights how the mode of display can impart aura upon an 

everyday object. 

 

Case Study: Sylvie Fleury 

Commodity fetishistic collection as process: 

The work of Swiss artist, Sylvie Fleury is most commonly discussed in the context of post 

feminist discourse. Art critics including Janus (1992, p.79), describe her work as a reclamation of 

feminine activities or as Hayt-Atkins (1994, p.31) suggests, a reclamation of Freudian “fetishism 

as feminine project”. Despite these proclamations, Fleury contends that she is “quite against 

feminism” (cited in Malbert 1995, p.92). Although Fleury’s work is discussed in terms of 

commodity fetishism and consumerist shopping, a link to collection practice is not generally 

made (an exception to this is Koether 2000). However, if Fleury’s oeuvre of shopping based 

accumulations is seen in the context of Belk’s assertion that the process of shopping enhances the 

collecting experience, then Fleury’s work can be considered within the context of the fetishised 

commodity collection. This section will argue that Fleury exemplifies the process of commodity 

fetishism in order to present ideas of desire in a pseudo positive, rather than negative light so 

undermining the prevailing view of the fetishised commodity as impoverished. Fleury’s work 

should not be confused with the commodity critics of postmodern art who adopted Marxist 

rhetoric to critique mass media (Heartney 2001, p.42). 



 

Commodity fetishism30, according to Marxist theory, as described by material culture authority 

Daniel Miller, is the process by which objects are overvalued by society. The object’s exchange 

value (the economic value they have as commodities) overrides the objects use value (the use 

they have to the human labourer). The object is thus attributed meaning and power of its own 

resulting in “the rupture of social relations through which people are effectively reduced to 

objects and objects in turn interpose themselves in relationships between people” (Miller 1987, 

p.13). As Miller argues, Marxist fetishism “is used to assert in a very broad form a general 

discontent with consumer culture and the nature of goods” (1987, p.26).  

 

 Belk argues that the fetishistic commodity collection can, in extreme cases, border on the 

obsessions of compulsive shopping and the collector’s acquisitive urge is a form of self 

indulgence (2001, p.73). Muensterberger concurs, that this form of collection is prone to all 

consuming passion and obsessional infatuation with objects and that repetition is mandatory 

(2000, p.158-167). Notably, art authority Malbert identifies these negative impacts of fetishistic 

commodity collection in Fleury’s work, claiming that her “repetition becomes obsessional, 

perverse” (1995, p.92).  

 

According to cultural theorist Mike Featherstone, the postmodern view of the fetishised 

commodity, urges a “movement from a materialist emphasis to a cultural emphasis” (1991, 

p.15) and one which “should seek to move beyond the negative evaluation of consumer 

pleasures inherited from mass culture theory” (1991, p.13). In other words, the power and 

meaning attributed to commodities via fetishism suggests that the commodity is 

                                                
30 It is acknowledged that the work of art itself is considered essentially a fetishised commodity [see 
Theodor Adorno Art, Autonomy and Mass Culture (1992) and W alter Benjamin Illuminations (1964)]. 
This concept has been specifically portrayed in the works of Andy Warhol, Jeff Koons and Haim 
Steinbach, amongst others. 
 



recontextualised to represent a wide range of cultural associations. Therefore, as Dant concurs, 

this ‘postmodern’ view of commodity fetishism contributes to the character of social life (1999, 

p.17). 

 

Adopting this hypothesis, Sylvie Fleury’s Delicious (1994) (figure 4) clearly seems to reflect a 

postmodern view of the fetishised commodity collection. Authorities Featherstone (1991), 

Wood (1996) and Wallis (1986) argue that postmodern thought has embraced the cultural 

emphasis of the object and fetishism is no longer seen as entirely impoverished. Delicious is 

just one of Fleury’s series of works comprised of boutique shopping bags that depict the up-

market products of consumerism31.  

 

Shopping bags from Tiffany& Co, Macy’s, Hermes and Chanel contain the purchases Fleury 

has made on a shopping spree and are clumped together on the gallery floor. Fleury 

unequivocally explains, “shopping bags are fetishistic objects that inherently mean nothing but 

are made into something” (Fleury cited in Janus 1992, p.80).  Furthermore, as art gallery 

director Beatrix Ruf contends, Fleury reflects the life in art representation of postmodern 

society, which embraces “popular culture, commercialization, wealth, mass movements and 

leisure activities…without moral formulations” (2000, p.98). In other words, Ruff suggests that, 

rather than moralising over the downfall of materialism associated with the commodity fetish, 

Fleury simply presents it as it is. Art critic Adrian Dannatt concurs, “Fleury represents her 

desire precisely as it is…this is her shopping presented as it is…[divorced] from any intention 

or argument, political, social or cultural” (2000, p.78). 

 

 
                                                
31 Other works of this nature include; C’est la vie (1990), London (1991), If’ (1992) and Agent 
Prevocateur (1995). 
 



 

Figure 4. 
Delicious 1994 
Sylvie Fleury 
Shopping bags and contents 
Dimensions variable 
Art and Public Geneva 
 

 

‘Delicious’ presents the fetishised commodity collection as positive and desirable. Art authority 

Christoph Blasé argues that Fleury, “thwarts the general expectation that artists, should on 

principle behave critically toward consumer society” (1999, p.154). Curator, Roger Malbert 

agrees that Fleury’s art “seems to be affirmative and superficial, inviting us to admire charming 

and beautiful things” (1995, p.154). This lack of societal critique seems to conform to  the view 

of the postmodern fetishised commodity, as outlined by cultural theorist, Paul Wood who 

argues,  

Having set aside the alleged austerities and fun less elitism of modernism, 
the postmodern spectator can relish the guiltless embrace of aesthetics and 
money…Postmodernism has learned to love the commodity, embrace it as 
both subject and condition (1996, p.257). 

 



The process of shopping and discarding is at the centre of Delicious. Fleury purchases 

exclusive items such as perfume, shoes and clothes and discards them on the gallery floor, un-

opened and in their shopping bags. For many fetishistic collectors the act of acquiring is vital to 

their enjoyment of the object. Belk argues that the fetishistic collector sees shopping as “an 

adventure, a quest and a delight” (2001, p.72). Often the fetishistic collector purchases objects 

for the thrill of buying them rather than their use value. While this practice might suggest a 

form of neuroticism, for Fleury the acts of trying on, choosing, setting aside and purchasing are 

rituals which convey further fetishised value on the object. Fleury’s choice of objects signifies 

good taste and in turn reflects prestige, wealth and social position. Fetishistic commodity 

collection of this sort can be seen as what Dant prescribes as Veblen’s concept of “conspicuous 

leisure”, designed to show off the capacity to consume, ascribe status and reflect identity (1999, 

p.18). As Belk concurs, the collection of status objects, like those selected by Fleury, are 

concurrent with, “the quest for beauty, the indulgence of taste and the desire of association” 

(2001, p.73). Thus it would seem that Fleury’s collection of shopping bags represent her 

persona of a wealthy woman with apparent good taste while also underlining the irony of the 

museum as ‘department store’32 and the commodification processes this entails (Archer 2002, 

p.164). 

 

Classification to convey the value of commodities: 

Considering Sylvie Fleury displays her collection clumped together on the gallery floor, there 

appears to be no apparent museological classification objective. Seemingly, the shopping bags 

themselves could be seen as a form of classification methodology, which in turn augments the 

commodity’s fetishised nature within her collection. Each object purchased by Fleury is 

carefully wrapped in the boutique and ‘classified’ into its corresponding bag. Fleury’s 
                                                
32 Interestingly, Archer (2002, p.186) argues that although Fleury explores the notion of the museum and its 
commodification processes in much the same way as artists Jeff Koons and Haim Steinbach, there is 
actually little irony in her work, taking these notions as given.  



classification system is based on brand name labelling of shopping bags and pays specific 

homage to the objects context of origin. 

 

Usually objects within a museological collection are labelled unobtrusively, however the 

‘labels’ in the case of Delicious are the main focus of the work. The labelling thus provides the 

viewer with certain ideas about the objects in the bags, for instance ostentation, glamour, and 

style. These ideas create a serial relationship between the objects and convey the overall status 

sanctifying ideas of wealth, luxury, leisure and beauty. Conceivably, Fleury could put items 

from different stores in the bags yet the viewer would nonetheless associate the enclosed 

objects to the classificatory labels. Thus Fleury imparts value upon the everyday through 

classification methodologies. 

 

It could be argued that a methodological approach to Fleury’s work is not a particularly 

significant aspect of her process, despite the ‘labelling’ of objects which underpins the concept 

of ‘conspicuous leisure’. Intrinsically, this lack of methodological classification is compliant 

with the fetishistic collection’s characteristic of classification according to the collector’s 

personal taste. The apparent absence of institution signifies an individualistic interpretation of 

the fetishistic commodity collection, albeit one which is sociologically apparent within wider 

culture. 

 

Arguably, Fleurey’s shopping bags reflect the concepts perpetuated by Pop artists of the 1960’s 

and 1970’s. Rendered famously in Claes Oldenberg’s The Store (1961), the shop became the 

new museum, in order to parody the privileged constructs of the institution. As art authority 

Bernhart Schwenk argues, “the consumers’ temple Macey’s is the artists new Louvre” (1998, 

p.226). However, it would seem that Fleurey appropriates the store’s products for their aura 

inducing fashion system rather than institutional critique. In considering the relationships 



between art, consumerism and shopping it seems relevant to question; have museums have 

established a similar relationship? 

 

Seemingly, museums have appropriated the boutique lighting and object placement of the 

department store in order to convey value and prestige. This concept is not untenable as both 

are involved in the production of desire aimed at objects. As anthropologist Mary Bouquet 

argues, “department stores and museums shared many concerns in making the ordered display 

of valued objects visible to spectators” (2001, p.197-8)33. Art historians, Emma Barker (1999) 

and Mary-Anne Staniszewski (1998) agree that many museums have become indistinguishable 

from shopping malls in order to promote interaction between object and viewer. Accordingly, 

Harris argues that, in fact museums have celebrated and taught materialism to the public (Harris 

cited in Belk 2001, p.137). Thus it could be argued that Fleurey’s shopping bags are not 

recontextualised at all, but in their natural context if we consider the close relationships 

between art, museum and store. 

 

                                          Case Study: Mike Kelley 

The sexual fetishistic collection as imagery: 

American artist Mike Kelley’s work has stretched across a range of outputs including painting, 

performance and installation. His work is commonly discussed in terms of abject art and trash 

culture. Apart from his work Craft Morphology Flow Chart (1991) which deliberately 

references collection methodologies, Kelley’s soft-toy installations are rarely seen in light of 

the collection. However, if we consider Pearce’s assertion that the objects within the fetishistic 

collection hold desire for the possessor, then Kelley’s work can be seen as an example of this. 

This idea will be examined in relation to Kelley’s subsequent reinforcement of stereotypes 

                                                
33 Interestingly, the museum is considered by authorities such as Dana (cited in Duncan 2002, p. 136) as 
being the domain of the “leisure class” rarely visited by working class people. 



concerning the fetishistic collection as impoverished and will question whether this type of 

collecting is in fact nothing more than an infantile pursuit? 

  

According to Dant, sexual fetishism, as attributed to Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, 

involves the overvaluation of a substitute object (most commonly clothing: shoes, underwear, 

fur, etc) for a sex object (usually part of a woman’s body) (1994, p.47). To some degree, sexual 

fetishism is thought to occur in normal love, however as Freud argues; 

The situation becomes pathological when the longing for the fetish passes 
beyond the point of being merely a necessary condition attached to the 
sexual object and actually takes the place of the normal aim, and further, 
when the fetish becomes detached from a particular individual and 
becomes the sole sexual object (1991, p.351). 

 

According to Pearce, Freud34 suggests that collectors are one of the perpetrators of sexual 

fetishism, stating that the collector “directs his surplus libido onto inanimate objects: a love of 

things” (1992, p.74). 

 

 Freudian sexual fetishism was considered gender specific to men, however postmodernism has 

seen a reconsideration of the issue and according to Dant “a less gendered and genitaled 

account of fetishism that incorporates the oral and other gratifications” has been proposed 

(1999, p.48). Malbert concurs that postmodernism has recognised both male and female forms 

of sexual fetishism and is more commonly considered as a social phenomenon than an atypical 

condition. He argues; “a fetish need no longer be a private obsession, hidden in shame, but a 

‘taste’ to be flaunted” (1995, p.89). In other words, Dant (1999) and Malbert (1995) suggest 

that current cultural trends consider sexual fetishism as both more inclusive and more socially 

acceptable. 

                                                
34 Interestingly, Freud was a profound collector of antiquities which he displayed in both his home and 
consulting rooms. He was known to greet his objects good morning and fondle them lovingly during 
consultations (Pearce 1992, p.73). It is unclear whether Freud thought of himself as a ‘pathological’ 
fetishist. 



 

However, Mike Kelley appears to depict the more derided view of the sexual fetish collection 

in his soft-toy installations. Kelley has produced numerous installations incorporating second 

hand children’s toys as an apparatus to explore issues concerning collection35. However, it is 

the imagery of the sexual fetishistic collection in the works Installation View (1991) (an 

installation of bound soft toys) and Nostalgic Depiction of the Innocence of Childhood (1990) 

that will be discussed in this section. 

 

Figure 5. 
Installation View 1991 
Mike Kelley 
Stuffed animals 
Dimensions variable 
Jablonka Galerie, Koln 
 
                                                
35 These include, using craft objects to critique the ‘Master Artist’ and high/low art distinctions and it’s 
commodity implications, as in the Manly Craft (1989) series, the ‘gift’ as commodity fetish and concepts of 
guilt in More Love Hours Than Can Ever Be Repaid (1987) and taxonomic processes in Craft Morphology 
Flow Chart (1991). 



Although Mike Kelley does not use the traditional objects associated with sexual fetishism, for 

example shoes, underwear, stockings and the like, the imagery of soiled and dirtied soft toys 

conjure a similar understanding of such fetish items. Initial reactions of nostalgia and 

romanticism, usually associated with children’s toys, are quickly dispelled by the viewer on 

closer examination of Kelley’s Installation View (1991) (figure 5). Art critic Rolf Rugoff 

argues that, 

[the toy’s] dirtiness suggests that they are less than innocent: take one of 
these creatures to bed and you’d be communing with all the others who’ve 
already fondled them, the unknown authors of their stains and grubbiness 
(1993, p.162). 

 

The implication of Rugoff’s interpretation of Kelley’s imagery being that he considers the 

artist’s collection of toys as sexual fetishes. This is confirmed by his further statement that 

Kelley’s collection of soft toys are “tactile objects to be sucked, squeezed, humped and drooled 

on until their last erotic delights have been yielded” (1993, p.165). Such a sexual fetish is not 

uncommon and is known as Plushophilia or the desire to have sexual relations with soft (plush) 

toys. 

 

The artist argues that toys and dolls are seen as ‘human’ in a general way and that people 

project the characteristics and emotions of humans on to them (Kelley 1991, p.94). Kelley’s 

assessment of his collection of toys is seemingly fitting when considered in the context of 

Freud’s account of sexual fetishism. In Kelley’s work the soft-toys are overvalued and 

anthropomorphized becoming the fetishised objects of a sex act by taking the place of the 

human element of these encounters. 

 



Figure 6. 
Nostalgic Depiction of the Innocence of Childhood 1990 
Photograph of performance 
36 x 28 cm 
Metro Pictures, New York 
 

The sexual fetish of Plushophilia is clearly represented in Kelley’s Nostalgic Depiction of the 

Innocence of Childhood (1990) (figure 6). This work is a photograph of a performance in which 

a naked man and woman sexually interact with a collection of soft toys. The title of the work is 

apparently ironic. Kelley is pointed in his articulation that elements of nostalgia, romance and 

childhood are rejected in his work, arguing that his toys reflect the desires of adults, “all this 

stuff is designed by adults for children” (Kelley in Knight 1992, p.87).  Rugoff concurs that 

“these icons of childhood have been molested by adult hands and besmirched by adult 

imagination” (1993, p.162).  

 



It would seem that interpretations of both Kelley’s Installation View and Nostalgic Depiction… 

are generally seen as ‘dirty’ and ‘undesirable’ they speak to the viewer of the sexually 

fetishistic collection as shameful and unpleasant36. Thus, Dant (2003, p.106) explains, despite 

the sexualisation of everything within culture, which has lead to increased sexual freedom, 

certain channels for sexual expression are still repressed.  Art authority, Lynne Cooke argues 

that Kelley’s work pertains to “unredeemed and unredeemable subcultures” (1991, p.12) and as 

curator Craig Hauser concurs, “represent the epitome of low (white-trash, infantile and 

regressive culture)” (1993, p.69). It would seem that Kelley, despite a postmodern sensibility, 

merely seems to provide us with the stereotypical position of the Freudian pathological sexual 

fetish collection as opposed to current postmodern thought, which Malbert (1995) and Dant 

(1999) argue, perceives the subject in a more positive light. Like Hirst, Kelley’s disparaging 

view of the fetishistic collection is arguably related to his Catholic upbringing, Kelley himself 

describes his work as “incredibly moralistic” (Kelley cited in Duncan 1994, p.89). It is 

plausible then that Kelley’s depiction of the sexual fetish collection is a reflection of his social 

values. 

 

Order as relationship forming device: 

Mike Kelley has depicted a clearly defined ordering methodology in his installation Craft 

Morphology Flow Chart (figure 7), in which he taxonomically grouped 113 soft toys according 

to colour, texture and appearance on tables in order to establish ‘low’ craft as scientific and 

therefore mimicking the aura of the museum. Alternately, his work Installation View illustrates 

                                                
36 Art authority Linda Weintraub, describes a more sanitized view of Kelley’s soft-toy installations, 
arguing that they represent  “the distressing truth about the institution known as the American family”, 
the toys themselves symbolizing “the discarded suffering child that does not live up to the mother’s 
ideal” (1996, p.227-8). Weintraub’s account of Kelley’s work is plausible, however, Kelley’s statement 
that “one thing I’ve found about this work is that people are so unwilling to think about it in terms of the 
politics of the adult” (Kelley cited in Rugoff 1992, p.87) suggests that the interpretation of Kelly’s 
installation of toys as being sexual fetishistic collections is possibly closer to the mark. 
 



a less predominant ordering system. The installation includes groups of soiled stuffed animals 

methodologically bound together according to the same colour restrictions applied in Craft 

Morphology…, similarly, Installation View categorises all the brown soft toys together, all the 

white ones together and so forth. However, in the case of Installation View the recognisable 

linear system utilized in Craft Morphology… is replaced by the binding of soft animals 

together. It would appear that Kelley utilizes differing ordering systems in his various 

incantations of his collection as a semiotic tool to produce further meaning. 

 

Kelley’s ordering system could be seen as a formal painting tool. By grouping the objects of a 

similar colour together the artist creates an abstract painting via objects within the installation 

space. Bound together the soft-toys lose their individuality and thus become swatches of colour. 

Alternately, Kelley’s ordering and binding of soft animals would appear to highlight the sexual 

fetishistic aspects of the artist’s collection. Kelley’s colour coding technique diminishes the 

individual aspects of the soft toys apart from characteristics that reflect their fetish nature. 

Visual culture authority, Michael Duncan argues that Kelley’s use of formal organisation 

“accentuates the perversity of sock monkey’s red mouths and the penile shapes of yarn octopi” 

(1994, p.87). Furthermore, the binding aspect of Kelley’s visual order emphasizes another form 

of sexual fetishism, bondage, the soft-toys thus appear to be partaking in a furry orgy.  Rugoff 

contends, “either tied up en mass or in pairs Kelley’s Half a Man [exhibition title] is evidently 

half a sadist…Kelley’s tied- up playthings picture the ultimate domestication of desire” (1993, 

p.166).  

 

 



 

Figure 7. 
Craft Morphology Flow Chart 1991 
Tables with stuffed animals 
Dimensions variable 
The Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh 
 

 

Thus Kelley appears to offer a prime example of how museological methodologies can be 

utilised by the artist to re-enforce the motivational concepts behind the artwork. Kelley’s work 

evidences that the museological methodology of order is relationship forming within the 

collection and furthermore the relationships formed are able to convey stereotypical ideologies 

concerning the subject. Thus, if the use of methodological order can be manipulated for the 

purpose of portraying the artist’s values, are museums presenting stereotypical views through 

the methodology of order? 

 

According to Corrin, many museums are engaging with a postmodern self-reflexive approach 

to re-view their past “racist, sexist and colonialist attitudes” and present their collections in 

more culturally appropriate ways (2004, p.382). However, the methodology of ordering objects 

in itself could be a socio-political stereotype. As naturalist Emmanual Levinis argues “in 



designating a thing I designate it to the Other” (1969, p.209), in other words the act of ordering 

is inherently dichotomizing, the ordered object is thus repressed to the dominant narrative. This 

suggests that museums may have to discard their ordering systems to present culturally 

appropriate epistemologies.  

 

In summary, this chapter has explored some of the ways humanity interacts with objects. 

Fetishistic collecting, whether religious, commodified or sexualized treats objects as ‘special’ 

through the processes of worship, ritualization and desire. Thus the fetishistic collections can 

mediate on the ways in which humans provide transcendent connections between an everyday 

object and the experience of that object. The everyday object can thus represent faith and 

immortality (Hirst) attribute signs of status, lifestyle and identity (Fleury), and arouse sexual 

interest (Kelley).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3 

The Souvenir Collection 

 

This chapter will examine the works of Christian Boltanski, On Kawara and Luke Roberts 

within the context of souvenir collection. These case studies will demonstrate a number of the 

culturally significant ways objects are interpreted and will examine everyday objects as 

communicators of collective memories and rituals. This chapter will question whether 

collective narratives of the everyday can represent individual experience in order to avoid the 

meta-narratives of universalism37 and will consider these concepts in relation to the museum 

institution.  

  

Souvenir collections, in museological terms, are those in which the unity of association 

between objects is based on their relationship to the collector, linking the collected object to the 

life of an individual or the experience of a group of people. While this form of collecting can 

cover a huge range of possible objects, generally they are signifiers of memory and experience. 

Arguably, within contemporary art practice, the souvenir collection can reflect the artist’s 

memory and experience to convey ‘artistic persona’ as well as simultaneously communicating 

broader cultural memories and experiences.  

 

Pearce defines the souvenir collection as, 

Artefacts which have been preserved because they represent for the 
individual [or group] concerned the tangible essence of past experience. 
They are objects which form the starting point for a personal narrative and 
demonstrate the truth of a story (1991, p.7).  

 

                                                
37 Universalism being the assumed collective principles concerning human nature, history, moral values 
and culture held by society as a whole and often associated with modernist thought. 



 

 

Similarly, in her text The Artificial Kingdom, Celeste Olalquiaga (1999, p.76) agrees that 

souvenirs embody “a particular situation: a certain landscape or view,…the ‘typical’ objects of 

a craft or region, an important moment” relative to the collector. Thus, according to both 

authors, the souvenir is invested with meaning, “representing the whole through one of its 

parts” and the souvenir can become a metaphor for events or situations which the object is 

associated with. 

 

It seems that souvenirs have the ability to bring the past into the present for the collector, as 

they are mementos of previous experience that can be remembered but not relived. The 

souvenir collection specifically exemplifies what material culture authority Jenny Hockey 

describes as a link between material objects and the formation of memory. She argues that “ 

memory is a memento: a memorial to remind us - for the future - of what is no longer; a 

material substitute in place of what is absent” (2001, p.126). It is implied that the souvenir is 

not necessarily an object obtained due to a travelling experience, but one that is linked with 

‘memory’, rather than ‘desire’ in the case of fetishistic collection or ‘knowledge’ in the case of 

systematic collection. 

 

According to authorities, Gordon (1986), Tythacott (2000) and Graburn (2000), there are 

several categories within the souvenir collection schema. Specifically, Stewart (1983) 

delineates only three; the souvenir of mortality - those objects that gain mnemonic value 

through the death of their owner; the exotic souvenir - those objects which gain meaning due to 

their ‘Otherness’ from ordinary life; and the memento souvenir - those that gain meaning 

through their autobiographical attributes.  

 



This study will further propose that, although the souvenir collection represents the individual, 

it has the ability as artistic motivation to convey sociological insight. Specifically, it will 

discuss Christian Boltanski’s use of the souvenir as metaphor for death, On Kawara’s memento 

souvenir collection process as autobiography and Luke Roberts’ souvenir imagery of exotica to 

convey ideas concerning post-colonialism. This paper will discuss how these associations are 

consolidated by the artist’s use of the collection methodologies: firstly, display as method for 

memorialisation in the case of Boltanski; secondly, Kawara’s system of everyday order and 

thirdly, Roberts’ appropriation of classification methods to convey truth and myth. It is 

important to recognise that these interpretations are not intrinsic to the objects but rather 

attributed to them via the motivation of the souvenir and subsequent methodological 

relationship forming processes that the case studied artists have adopted. 

 

Case Study: Christian Boltanski 

The souvenir collection as metaphor for death and loss: 

Both Stewart and Pearce assert that the souvenir collection is so intensely individualised that 

“the interpretation of the souvenir cannot be generalised to encompass the experience of 

anyone, it pertains only to the possessor of the object” (Stewart in Naylor 1999, p.94) and that 

“no one is interested in other peoples souvenirs” (Pearce 1992, p.72). Arguably, the work of 

French artist Christian Boltanski challenges this view. His installations and photographs 

incorporate other people’s souvenirs of mortality as metaphors for personal and civic memory 

in order to examine the wide reaching concepts of absence, death and loss.  

 

Stewart discusses the souvenir of the dead as being the material remains of what has possessed 

human significance. They are the everyday objects, previously disregarded, that gain mnemonic 

value through their association with the dead (1993, p.140). Boltanski’s ongoing series Les 



Inventaires (The Inventories) (1973-1995) is an example of the artist’s use of the souvenir of 

mortality collection in order to evoke memory. Originally initiated in 1973, The Inventories 

started as a proposal to sixty museums for an exhibition in which Boltanski would present “all 

elements that surround a person during their life and which, after their death remain the witness 

of their existence” (Boltanski cited in Gumpert 1994, p.41).  

 

The subsequent Inventories series spans at least twenty years in both installation and 

photographic format. One of the first of these was Inventory of objects that belonged to a 

resident in Oxford (1973). It includes objects such as a book, a tie, underpants, string and a pot 

plant38. These personal effects of an unknown person are the souvenirs of their life. However, 

although they reference the life of a person they simultaneously underline the person’s absence 

and are synonymously a metaphor for death. Boltanski argues that everyday objects can 

connote death,  

What they have in common is that they are simultaneously presence and 
absence. They are both an object and a souvenir of a subject, exactly as a 
cadaver is both object and a souvenir of a subject (Boltanski cited in 
Gumpert 1994, p.110). 
 
 

Both Gumpert (1994) and Jacobs (1988) agree that these souvenirs are a metaphor for the 

people who owned them and the work asks, what we can learn from this absent person’s 

everyday objects? Significantly, this question posed by Boltanski is at the basis of much 

investigation into material culture and collection, concerning the issues of why people collect 

and analyses the emotional vestiges people place in the objects they possess. For example, 

Boltanski’s Inventory of objects belonging to a young woman of Charleston (1991) (figure 8), 

contains objects such as clothing, a lounge chair, television, household appliances, tape 

recorder, books, and photographs amongst other things (Jacob 1991, p.84-84). These objects 

                                                
38 Other earlier ‘Inventories’ include: Inventory of an old woman of Baden –Baden (1973) and Inventory of 
objects that belonged to a woman of Bois-Colombes (1974). 



can indicate not only ideas about the woman, for example, her aesthetic tastes (colours and 

styles of objects), her past times (television, reading, music) and things she holds important 

(family photos), but also ideas about the wider culture of the time, what is fashionable 

(clothing) and advances in technology (household appliances).  

 
 

 

Figure 8. 
Inventory of Objects Belonging to a Yong Woman of Charleston 1991 (installation view) 
Christian Boltanski 
Household objects 
Dimensions variable 
Gibbes Museum of Art 
 

 

Interestingly, everyday objects in art become metaphors for more than just the person who 

owned them. As Franzke observes, “clearly all that is individual is present, but it doesn’t play 

any role. The individual is reduced to a minimum” (Franzke cited in Jacob 1988, p.56). 

Everyday objects are familiar signs that can trigger associations for the viewer and it would 

seem that the souvenir objects of The Inventories series represent a collective memory rather 

than an individual one, despite the fact they belong to an individual. This is synonymous with 

material culture authority, Gillian Naylor’s view, unlike that of Pearce and Stewart, that the 

souvenir collection can say as much about time, place and lifestyle as it can about its owner 



(1999, p.4). Authority, Esther Leslie, agrees that it is not just the personalised aspect of the 

souvenir that is valued, but also its ability to convey aspects of the past (1999, p.94).   

 

Boltanski’s work is a good example of this theory. It is perceived that Boltanski’s concepts are 

more universal than self-reflexive, that his souvenirs suggest a broader historical context. 

Boltanski’s Jewish heritage is arguably a personal motivation behind The Inventories. His 

objective in the use of the souvenir as a metaphor for death can be more widely appreciated if 

The Inventories are considered within the context of his other works. Installations such as 

Canada (1988) (figure 9), Reserve (1989) and Children’s Museum Storage Area (1989) are 

widely recognised as referencing the civic memory of the Holocaust (Jacob 1988, Gumpert 

1994 and Solomon-Godeau 1998). As Gumpert suggests, “for Boltanski the Holocaust was 

synonymous with the very notion of death itself” (cited in Jacob 1988, p.53). Boltanski 

attempts to establish what art historian Ernst van Alphen describes as the “Holocaust effect”, 

when via the use of everyday objects he “represents a specific historical space” (2001, p.62). In 

the case of The Inventories Jacob (1988) and Gumpert (1994) agree that the space Boltanski 

references is the massive repositories of possessions belonging to Jewish people which were 

collected by Nazis and which after the war “would function as a museum devoted to an extinct 

race” (Jacob 1988, p.56).   

 



Figure 9. 
Canada 1988 (installation view) 
Christian Boltanski 
Clothes 
Dimensions variable 
Hendeles Art Foundation, Toronto  
  

 

Hockey argues that mass deaths such as the Holocaust resonate in different ways within social 

memories. Collective rituals, institutions, images and material objects are made to convey the 

weight of power and represent personal and social loss (2001, p.16). It would seem that, in 

Boltanski’s case material objects are able to convey the owner’s apparent absence and question 

what has happened to them. The Inventories series represent a Holocaust archive without 

relying upon the specific imagery of death usually associated with the Holocaust. Through the 

metaphoric possibilities of the souvenir collection of mortality, Boltanski is able to convey the 

social loss and civic memory the Holocaust entails.  

 

Art authority Roxana Marcoci argues that Boltanski’s work “succeeds to arouse emotions, not 

because it relies on strait, documentary realism, but because it draws on the power of 



suggestion and mediated memory” (2000, p.526). Curator, Monica Bohm-Duchen concurs that 

this is a valid approach to the subject. It is her opinion that contemporary art dealing with the 

Holocaust should approach the memory of the event rather than the event itself, and that less 

explicit works are able to sustain an emotional charge which is universal and less susceptible to 

single meanings (1995, p.103-129).  

 

In this regard the charge of universalism could be directed towards the collective memory 

Boltanski portrays, in that, assumptions are made about the Holocaust experience that are 

reliant on a general or worldwide view of history. However, if we consider that Boltanski’s 

reference to the Holocaust is not overtly addressed and that it is the viewer who draws upon 

their own memories and experiences to interpret The Inventories series, then a multiplicity of 

narratives is possible. The concept of multiple narratives is an important aspect of postmodern 

culture. According to museologist, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill the museum’s claim to a meta-

narrative is in the process of being dispersed in order to create more inclusive approaches to a 

more inclusive society (2004, p.572-573). Within the context of Holocaust museums, curators 

are engaging with the multiple memories of Holocaust survivors and veterans rather than the 

relying solely on historical analysis (Crane 2004, p.330). 

 

Allegedly, Boltanski’s work references the artist himself. Both Gumpert (1994) and Jacob 

(1988) assert that Boltanski’s work not only investigates ideas of the Holocaust, absence, death 

and loss but his work references his self-mythologized artistic persona. Jacob specifically 

locates The Inventories as evidence of this; she contests that, 

By appropriating mementos of others’ lives and presenting them as if they 
were his own he could both depersonalize and generalize their context, 
allowing each of us to share in the remembrances and to see them in our 
own experiences (1998, p.11).  
 



Furthermore, she suggests that through his art practice he was able to negate his individual 

persona. Jacob argues that “Boltanski created a generic ‘normal life’, a collective life based on 

images and experiences we hold in common” in doing so the artist created “a fictionalized 

version of his own life constructed of familiar cultural types”(1988, p.11). It would seem that 

by presenting a collective existence and memory, Boltanski negates his own personal memory.  

 

Display to convey memorialisation: 

It is interesting to note that Boltanski does not present his souvenirs in the way Pearce suggests 

such objects are often displayed, usually in an aesthetic configuration particular to the collector. 

Like Damien Hirst, he uses display methods more akin to systematic collection. The Inventories 

uses a specific collection display methodology to annunciate that the groups of objects he 

installs hold significance. Displayed in vitrines and on plinths everyday objects become 

treasured artefacts. For example, Inventory of objects belonging to a young woman of 

Charleston (figure 10) uses a mixture of taxonomic and environmental display techniques. The 

items appear to be grouped according to where they are found in the house and what the items 

are used for. For instance, microwave, mugs, plates and saucepans are grouped on the same 

plinth, however the installation format that Boltanski uses suggests a kind of environment that 

creates a picture of ‘how’ the woman lived. 

 

 



Figure 10. 
Inventory of Objects Belonging to a Young Woman of Charleston  1991 (detail) 
Christian Boltanski 
Household Objects 
Dimensions variable 
Gibbes Museum of Art 
  

Gumpert argues that The Inventories display of everyday objects in vitrines layered the objects 

with additional meaning, that of value and cultural importance (1994, p.43). Boltanski’s use of 

methodical documentation, including photographs, labels and cataloguing further delineates 

this. Jacobs argues that Boltanski’s display methodology speaks of “how objects become 

memorialised and made valuable by the passage of time and through the manner of their 

presentation”. She suggests that these items become precious through association rather than an 

attached intrinsic value (1991, p.85).  

 

It could be argued that Boltanski’s appropriation of the vitrine is utilised in order to critique the 

museum; specifically the histories museums choose to preserve. Boltanski relates that he was 

bemused by how museums collect and display roman oil bottles next to paintings such as 

Rubens, clearly one is an ordinary object and the other an artistic item of splendour (Jacob 

1988, p.56). Soloman Godeau however is of the opinion that Boltanski’s use of the vitrine and 

plinth as display techniques is not meant to critique the museum but instead to embrace the 

museum’s “aura conferring and sanctifying mechanisms”(1998, p.4). In other words, by 



appropriating the museum display vitrine Boltanski is appropriating the broader frameworks of 

museum institutions and the cultural importance the museum conveys upon everyday objects. 

Similar paradoxes are apparent in the work of other artists discussed in this paper, including 

Damien Hirst and Luke Roberts.  

 

Museological critiques aside, the vitrine can be seen as a reinforcement of Boltanski’s wish to 

signify a metaphor of death upon the object. The fact that they are displayed behind glass 

beyond the viewers touch renders these once functional items useless. They are memorialised 

as if dead, the vitrine becomes a metaphoric coffin. Museum curator, Jean-Hubert Martin 

argues that Boltanski used the vitrine to “emphasize the melancholic, funeral characteristics of 

objects” (1995, p.56). The vitrine establishes a distance between object and viewer and 

provides a clinical observation of the object. Boltanski’s choice in display methodology thus 

juxtaposes the ‘scientific’ mode of presentation with the ‘romanticised’ notions of memory and 

death conveyed by the souvenir collection of mortality. 

  

Case Study: On Kawara 

The process of creating a memento souvenir collection: 

According to Stewart (1993, p.139), the memento souvenir collection authenticates experience, 

it constitutes as an autobiography, and represents the worth of the collector’s life. The objects 

of memento souvenir collections are relocated from the public sphere and general use into the 

private realm of personal experience. This is also in keeping with the autobiographical nature of 

Japanese artist, On Kawara’s work which could be seen as an example of the memento souvenir 

collection despite its apparent challenge to the conventional processes of personalization. 

 



 The series, I Got Up (1968-1979)39 (figure 11) is an example of Kawara’s life documented 

through his daily art-making practices. Over an eleven year period Kawara sent a postcard 

everyday with the stamped message ‘I GOT UP AT’ accompanied by the time of awakening, 

the recipient’s address, the date, and the artist’s place of residence. The post-cards are everyday 

objects that attest to the artist’s location and report the mundane events of the artist’s life. The 

imagery depicted on these postcards includes hotels, city views, transportation and the like. 

These generalised scenes attribute to the sense of mundanity and uniformity of the everyday 

gestures which are at the basis of Kawara’s work. 

 

In many ways, Kawara’s work can be seen to subvert the memento souvenir collection process 

of personalisation as outlined by Stewart (1994). An example of this is Kawara’s stamping of 

the card with information rather than writing by hand. In her discussion of the postcard as 

memento, Stewart argues that the ritual of handwriting is an important characteristic of its 

personalization. The postcard is removed from the public sphere and becomes the experience of 

the writer via the intimation of the handwritten message (1993, p.138). Kawara’s stamping of 

the postcard seemingly has an impersonal appearance as it imitates the uniform caption of the 

mass produced. Arguably, this process recapitulates the public arena rather than the private 

realm represented by a handwritten message. Art critic, Jonathon Watkins (2002, p.92), 

disagrees with this view and attests that Kawara’s stamping, irrespective of its seemingly 

impersonal nature is a personal impression which attests to human presence despite the mass-

produced nature of the postcard. 

 

 

                                                
39 This series was exhibited in 2000 as part of the exhibition Horizontality/Verticality (Stasdtische Galerie 
Lenbachhaus, Munich) (Watkins 2002, p.109). 



Figure 11. 
I Got Up 1968-1979 (detail) 
On Kawara 
Rubber-stamped postcards 
Dimensions and collection not specified 
 

 

Nevertheless, the gesture of sending the postcard is a further personalization ritual which the 

artist challenges. Stewart contends that the act of posting the card to somebody else indicates a 

social articulation of self to the recipient, the other’s reception of the postcard is the validation 

of the sender’s experience and an example of the persona the sender wishes to present to the 

receiver (1993, p.138). This proves an interesting conundrum for Kawara, as in order to have a 

memento souvenir collection, he must re-collect his post-cards from the recipient. Arguably, 

rather than de-personalizing them, this act actually re-enforces their personal nature. Kawara 



sends the cards to make people aware of himself while simultaneously making the collection of 

postcards his own, by retrieving them after they are sent40. This process re-instates the objects 

within the context of himself rather than that of the recipient, and so compiled together the 

postcards become diary like.  

 

Art authority, Kathryn Chiong, argues that Kawara’s I Got Up series, like much of his work, is 

“primarily an archive of the self”(1999, p.58). Chiong places particular emphasis on Kawara’s 

use of the word ‘I’ as an autobiographic reference. This autobiographical aspect of the work is 

compounded by his use of “dates, places, personal facts enmeshed with public ones” (1999, 

p.54). The overall collection of these postcards is complied as if a personal journal of an aspect 

of Kawara’s life. Conversely, Karel Shampers argues that although Kawara’s work has an 

autobiographic nature it reveals virtually nothing about the artist (1991, p.198).  

 

If considered within the context of other works of the same period by Kawara, a wider 

autobiographical reference is established. Works such as I Read (1966-1995) (selected 

newspaper articles of the day) (figure 12), I Went (1968-1979) (mapping the artists travels of 

the day) and I Met (1989-1979) (people who the artist talked to on a particular day) present a 

further articulation of Kawara’s daily activities and serve to flesh out the artist’s life. These 

diaristic musings of everyday rituals are, according to Watkins, virtually all we know about 

Kawara, he refuses to give interviews or talk about his work and so the autobiographies he 

presents are the only evidence of his existence (2002, p.50). According to art critic Ann 

Rorimer, Kawara eliminates the distinction between authorial creation and authored creation 

(2001, p.193). In other words, Kawara and his work become one; the artist’s persona is the 

work and vice versa and constitutes as a type of performance art.  

                                                
40 This is confirmed by his need to keep correspondence records and the retrieval of the postcards for 
exhibition (Chiong 1999, p.65). 



 

 

 
Figure 12. 
I Read 1966-1995 (detail) 
18 clothbound lose-leaf binders, 3,165 pages 
26 x 28 x 7.5 cm 
Collection not provided 
 
 
 
 
 
Order as everyday ritual: 
 

Significantly, the ‘everyday’ characteristic of Kawara’s postcards is an integral aspect of the 

ordering process. Decter argues, “On Kawara uses everyday frameworks as containment 

structures for the continuous self-documentation of life’s normative occurrences” (1992, p.87). 

As Kawara’s everyday frameworks of getting up, recording information and sending the post-

card are repetitive actions which occur daily, it is the repetitive nature of the work which instils 

organisational systems of seriality and order. As Baudrillard argues, ordinary objects signify 



their ‘everydayness’ through a latent systematic order of repetition (Baudrillard cited 1994, 

p.14). 

 

As Kawara orders his postcards chronologically, this rigid scheme precludes aesthetic or 

thematic juxtapositions and so highlights ‘time’ as a key consideration to the work. Notions of 

time are reduced to ordered structures, defined by habitual activities. Decter (1992, p.86) 

argues,  

On Kawara supplies daily information…[which] is deployed in systematic 
pattern, wherein the overall structure of the personal archive imposes yet 
another layer of order upon the already non-hierarchal repetitions of a self-
evidential statement.   

 

Kawara’s memento collection is ordered to emphasise the regularity of daily life rather than an 

event based existence and thus inconceivable notions of time are reduced to an ordered 

structure. According to Stewart, “we do not need or desire souvenirs of events that are 

repeatable. Rather we need and desire souvenirs of events that are reportable” (1993, p.135). 

Kawara has achieved an interesting variation to this conventional idea of the memento, for he 

collects souvenirs of the repeatable- (he gets up every morning), however he treats these events 

as reportable, to Kawara, his awakening is an important event that should be memorialised. 

 

Interestingly, Featherstone argues that within the context of postmodernism the ‘heroic artist’ 

figure has been replaced “in favour of an emphasis on everyday mundane practices which are 

regarded as equally capable of producing…extraordinary or elevated insights”(1992, p.163). In 

other words, everyday life can be turned into a work of art, seemingly the everyday procedure 

of getting up and documenting the process becomes an artwork. Kawara thus utilises the 

systemic order of time and everyday activity to produce insights into his own existence while 

simultaneously recognising a collective reality that is applicable to the viewer. As Rorimer 



suggests, the serial nature of Kawara’s I Got Up series “seeks to anchor the notion of time-the 

major organisational force behind human experience and consciousness” (2001, p.173).  

Just as the work of Christian Boltanski challenges Stewart’s (1993) and Pearce’s (1991) view 

that the souvenir collection cannot be generalised to encompass the experience of everyone, On 

Kawara also attempts to present a reality which is relevant to a wider audience than merely the 

collector. In other words, if the everyday rituals that Kawara presents are familiar to the viewer 

and can be recognizable as mirroring the viewer’s daily life, then Kawara must be emulating a 

collective existence. The rituals surrounding everyday objects make connections between 

differing cultures. The postmodern approach to cross-cultural examinations of everyday life is 

not to suggest universalism. As cultural theorist Ben Highmore argues, “this is not to suggest a 

global sameness to the everyday, but to map out formal contiguities across specific socio-

cultural situations” (2002, p.178).  

 
 

Case Study: Luke Roberts 

Imagery of the exotic souvenir collection  

This section will examine how the souvenir collection as imagery can critique Euro- centric 

views of the exotic within western culture. Specifically, it will argue that Australian artist Luke 

Roberts constructs the imagery of the exotic souvenir from everyday and unusual thrift store 

relics in order to question western ideas of truth, ‘Other’, ordinary and extraordinary within 

post-colonial discourse while enhancing elements of his artistic persona, ‘Pope Alice’41.   

 

                                                
41 Roberts has many personas which feature in his artworks and performances, including ‘Alice Jitterbug’ 
and a series of famous artists (for example Andy Warhol and Frieda Kahlo). These personas along with 
‘Pope Alice’ seek to explore ‘Queer’ and ‘Drag’ identities. While ‘Pope Alice’ could be considered ‘exotic’ 
due to her ‘Queer’ identity and arguably, the kitsch assemblages of Roberts’ Wunderkammer series (1990-
1996) illustrate a ‘camp irony’ this aspect of her persona is less evident in the Mu Consulate (1996) work 
discussed in this paper. 



Over a six-year period, Roberts created a series of installations entitled Wunderkammer (1990-

1991), (1994-1995) (figure 13), (1996), these works referenced the curiosity cabinets of the 16th 

century which are recognised as being the precursors to the modern museum and contained 

objects both unusual and everyday. 

 

 

 

Figure 13. 
Wunderkammer/Kunstkammer 1994-1995 (installation view and detail) 
Luke Roberts 
Medium and dimensions not specified 
Photograph: Ray Fulton 
 



Mu Consulate (1996) (figure 14), is one such installation, the imagery used by Roberts is 

consistent with the exotic souvenirs of another culture. Shells, alligator skin, wood, textiles and 

raffia all contribute to an overall imagery of hand made objects presumably from a Pacific 

Island. According to Stewart (1993, p.146-150), the souvenir of the exotic is an object usually 

procured during a travel experience of a place out of the ordinary to one’s usual existence; often 

the exotic souvenir will hold specific association to a culture that is different to one’s own. In 

many cases, the exotic souvenir is representative of so called ‘primitive’ or ‘indigenous’ 

societies, it symbolizes that which is ‘Other’ and is often a generalised or stereotypical image of 

the culture from which it came. The authenticity of the exotic souvenir is not authored by its 

original cultural context but rather the culture of the possessor, and will usually evidence the 

perceived differences between the two. The exotic souvenir can be said to ‘tame’ otherness 

within the context of the possessor’s own environment. 

 

 

Figure 14. 
Mu Consulate 1996 (installation view) 
Luke Roberts 
Medium and dimensions not specified 
Photograph: Richard Stringer 
 



The traditional souvenir items of Mu Consulate are presented alongside everyday items such as 

ceramic cookie jars, plush toys and fete stall craft, the unifying imagery being that of the exotic 

souvenir. Roberts presents imagery from popular everyday culture as primitive, ‘Other’ and 

extraordinary by placing them with objects, which presumably are ‘Other’ and extraordinary. 

According to art authority, Tim Morell the juxtaposition of unusual and everyday imagery of 

Mu Consulate highlights both diversity and similarity between differing cultures. Morell argues 

that Roberts’ exotic souvenirs exemplify “the misunderstandings that occur when foreign meets 

foreign” making “a telling statement about what links us [Australia] to our neighbours [Asia 

and the Pacific] (1997, p.233).  

 

Arguably, Roberts’ use of invented exotic souvenirs in Mu Consulate, recognises the difference 

of ‘Other’ cultures as well as the ‘Otherness’ of objects from his own culture. As Roberts says 

of his work, it “highlight[s] marginality, difference, identity and the very nature of cultural 

influence and cultural imperialism” (Roberts cited in Morell 1997, p.23). Cultural studies 

authority, Ellen Strain contends, “the predominant truths found in western constructions of the 

exotic, the orient or the primitive are found in what they reveal about the west’s crisis of 

identity”(2003, p.26). In other words, the perceived binarisms between cultures establishes 

Western culture’s defined self. In correspondence with the artist, Roberts’ relays that the 

‘cultural cringe’ that Australia was burdened with during the 70’s, was a motivating factor in 

his work. Significantly, Roberts reclaims and celebrates the objects of Australia’s cultural 

heritage and the region as equally important as European cultural objects. 

 

Material culture authority, Beverly Gordon describes how imagery of exotic souvenirs function 

as symbols for cultural edifice, they “communicate a fantasy reality, far from humdrum 

existence” (1986, p.140). Interestingly, Mu Consulate is an effective example of Roberts’ 

ability to communicate a fantasy reality to the viewer. It is comprised of a group of vitrines 



containing an assembly of exotic souvenirs derived from the fictional ‘Great Continent of Mu’. 

According to Roberts, ‘Mu’ is the homeland of his artistic persona ‘Pope Alice’, who is an 

alternate pontiff who presents alternate realities and histories. Through the display of invented 

exotic souvenirs, Mu Consulate attempts to firstly address ‘Mu’s’ existence, secondly, ‘Pope 

Alice’s’ saga of travels, and thirdly, illustrates the persona of ‘Pope Alice’ as being 

‘extraordinary’. Art Writer, Campion Decent (1995, p.47-49), argues that ‘Pope Alice’ is a 

vehicle for people to broaden their vision of the world and themselves, as she addresses the 

rigid constructions of society, the absurdities of sacredness and the strangeness of the world. 

 

The appropriation of exotic souvenirs was initiated by many artists of the Surrealist movement. 

Cultural authority, Louise Tythacott argues that the Surrealists juxtaposed the objects of their 

own culture with the exotica of others in order to question notions of reality, and transgress the 

order of Western culture (2000, p.77) by appropriating imagery of exotic souvenirs such as 

wooden masks, fertility objects and ethnic religious icons from what was usually considered as 

“underdeveloped and savage culture” (2003, p.6). The Surrealists were able to recognise that 

‘Otherness’ “engenders a reflexive attitude” of assimilating cultures “into a ‘superior’ 

[Eurocentric] system of representation” (2003, p.3). Art writer, Michele Helmrich argues, 

Roberts has drawn upon the “Surreal chance encounters of the strange and the commonplace” 

(1999, p.27), and inverts “evolutionary notions of development through the stages of savagery, 

barbarism and enlightenment which previously bolstered European hierarchies of culture” 

(1999,p.23). Mu Consulate thus utilises a postmodern appropriation of exotic souvenir imagery, 

in order to critique prevailing views of cultural hierarchies from within the canon.  

 

The Exotic Souvenirs of Mu Consulate (figure 15) are a Surrealist juxtaposition of familiar 

everyday objects with unusual thrift store curiosa, including; a group of E.T plush toys, 

appropriated as religious icons of pilgrimage; printed ephemera, entitled Business Card from 



Restaurant at the end of the universe, a bag of white powder (possibly talcum) said to be 

Curious White Powder from the Boarder Area Between Burma, Laos and Thailand, Armadillo 

Basket from Mu and an Alligator Skin Briefcase amongst other objects. Many of Roberts’ 

choice of objects to represent ‘Mu’ are consistent with the type of exotic souvenir objects 

Gordon sub-categorises as ‘Local Product’ they “evoke an image of a place” and are “produced 

by an indigenous, supposedly ‘simpler’ people” (1986, p.143).  

 

              

 
Figure 15. 
Mu Consulate 1996 (detail) 
Luke Roberts 
Mediums and dimensions not specified 
Photograph: Richard Stringer 
 
 
Roberts’ objects similarly conform to Gordon’s other sub-categories of exotic souvenirs, 

including; “Piece of the rock”; the souvenir “is transformed into a significant icon” (1986, 

p.141) as is the case with ‘Mu Shrine’ and “Symbolic Shorthand”, where the object is related to 

an actual object or monument and represents a typical site (1986, p.142), for example, 



traditional dress worn by a ‘Mu’ inhabitant. Roberts appropriates this imagery in order to create 

a mythology around the objects, ‘Mu’ and ‘Pope Alice’. This mythology contributes to the 

conception of a new culture which is decidedly ‘Other’.  

 

Classification to convey truth and myth 

Roberts displays his objects in what Helmrich describes as a fairly “unsystematic way”(1999, 

p.23), there is seemingly no coherent order between these differing examples of souvenirs. 

However, this refusal to identify objects as anything other than belonging together suggests that 

Roberts regards the objects as coming from the same source, reinforcing the mythological 

aspects which bind these objects together, as souvenirs of ‘Mu’. Despite the lack of traditional 

classificatory systematics of object analysis, Roberts’ labelling of his souvenir collection 

underlines conclusively his intention that his selected objects of everyday and unusual origins 

are the imagery of the exotic. 

 

Each souvenir in Roberts’ Mu Consulate (and indeed the rest of his Wunderkammer series) is 

carefully catalogued according to an appointed accession number. Roberts bestows a 

provenance and acquisition anecdote, relating to how ‘Pope Alice’ procured the item or 

fictitious accounts of its existence upon his objects. This is in keeping with the ‘Mu Continent’ 

and ‘Pope Alice’ mythologies. Morell notes that, “while accurate information is provided on 

some labels a great deal of misinformation is provided on others” (1997, p.231). In this way, 

Roberts provides an extraordinary context of origin for these objects. An example of this can be 

seen in the labelling of an iron-on souvenir badge from the town of Emerald in far north 

Queensland, Australia, which is identified as ‘Mu 8, Souvenir of Oz’. This is an ironic titling, as 

it is indeed a real souvenir of Oz (colloquialism for Australia), but within the context of Mu 

Consulate it references the fictitious Emerald City which featured in the book and film of 

popular culture The Wizard of Oz. This fictitious system of labelling stems from the 



Wunderkammer, cabinets of curiosity, in which objects were given both ‘real’ (in the case of 

exotic Chinese games) and invented (in the case of mermaids) informative labels.       

  

Similarly, American David Wilson’s Museum of Jurassic Technology, Los Angeles houses a 

collection of cultural and natural objects. Drawing upon the traditions of the Wunderkammer 

contemporary collector, Wilson utilises labels to enlighten the viewer with accurate and 

unreliable descriptions of the objects in his collection which are both genuine and false. These 

include objects such as a spore ingesting pronged ant and a bat that transported itself into a 

solid lead wall (Weshler 1995). Corrin argues that Wilson’s Museum of Jurassic Technology 

uses the language of museology to challenge the traditional museum in it’s display of “truth” 

and “redefine the concept of what knowledge is” (2004, p.385) These oddities challenge the 

ordinary and the extraordinary, truth and fiction using the classificatory labelling of collection 

methodology in much the same way as Roberts’ Mu Consulate. According to Hooper-Greenhill 

(2004, p.564) museums must undergo the re-thinking of the classification and labels they 

attribute to objects as invariably they describe objects from a Euro-centric perspective. She 

contends that museums must acknowledge interpretive strategies from participants of varying 

cultural experience. 

 

In summary, this paper has argued that souvenir collections represent some of the ways 

individuals and societies interact with objects through elements of memory, experience and 

personalization. Through paradoxical methodologies these interactions can thus imbue the 

object with further meaning thus representing absence, death and loss (Boltanski), act as the 

ritualising aspects of collective existence (Kawara) and act as channels of equivalence between 

different cultures (Roberts). In this way collection based art practices can engage art with life 

and this engagement displaces not only the ‘heroic artist’ but also the grand-narratives of 

modernism. 



                                                                Chapter 4 

The Systematic Collection 

 

Finally, the systematic collection is one which is based on the principals of organisation. The 

objects within this form of collection are recontextualized according to their relationship with 

each other and are gathered in order to represent an ideology or convey knowledge. While they 

are most commonly associated with institutional collections, personal collections can also 

depict the motivation of the systematic collection. This chapter will explore the premise that the 

knowledge that systematic collections present is intrinsic to the collector. This chapter will also 

question the collector-artists ability to circumvent authority and hierarchy by interpreting the 

everyday object in the context of personal collection motivations and methodologies. 

 

In museological terms, Pearce (1992, p.87) defines the systematic collection as a gathering of 

objects in order to demonstrate understanding rather than feeling, as is the case with the 

fetishistic and souvenir collections. The objects are “extracted from their context and put into 

relationships created by seriality”. Pearce argues that the systematic form of collection is a 

positive intellectual act to demonstrate a point and create a second, revealing context for the 

collected objects. Collection artists such as Jason Rhoades defy this paradigm and instead 

highlight the problematic, complex and contradictory treatment of this methodology. 

 

Interestingly, Pearce argues that, although the systematic collection is seemingly objective and 

has the ability to hold interest for the viewer (which she contends is not necessarily the case for 

the fetishistic or souvenir collection), it is socially constructed and open to interpretation (1994, 

p.202). In other words, systematic collections, despite their conveyance of knowledge are 

influenced by the collector as evidenced in the work of Jason Rhoades, Karsten Bott and 



Elizabeth Gower. As Stewart (1993, p.156-161) concurs, the notion of a coherent 

representational knowledge, created by the organisation of objects within a systematic 

collection is a fiction. The narrative of the collection replaces the narrative of production/origin. 

This narrative is one which the collector chooses for the objects through serial grouping and 

relationship formation which is inherent to the systematic collection. 

 

Despite these arguments, authorities Pearce (1994), Belk (2001) and Clifford (1998) agree that 

the underlying view of the systematic collection is one of legitimisation. What could otherwise 

be seen as a collection of emotive quality, be that of desire or nostalgia, is viewed in a more 

positive light due to the systematic collection’s supposed ability to engage the viewer with a 

broader knowledge attributed to the collection. Specifically, this chapter will discuss Jason 

Rhodes’ exploration of the systematic collection as metaphor for masculinity, Karsten Bott’s 

use of the systematic processes as a reflection of contemporary culture and Elizabeth Gower’s 

imagery of femininity and rituals of the domestic. 

 

Case Study: Jason Rhoades 

The systematic collection as phallic metaphor: 

The work of American artist Jason Rhoades, recontextualises everyday objects within 

systematic formats which are non-apparent. Visually, Rhoades works resemble some sort of 

crazy universe of disparate objects. Plastic chairs, car parts, rubber tubing, buckets, reels of 

electrical wire, toilet seats and empty drink bottles amongst countless other objects are piled 

together haphazardly within the gallery space. However, upon closer inspection Rhoades’ 

systematic collection reveals itself. Authorities, Curiger (2000), Princenthal (2003) and Vansen 

(2002) concur that Rhoades presents the viewer with a precise system of objects, which create 

new meaning and order, where everything is connected to everything else.  



 

For example, Uno Momento/The Theatre in My Dick/A Look To The Physical/Ephemeral 

(1996) (figure 16), is a collection of everyday objects which are a metaphor for the penis 

(apparently the artist’s). The giant installation stretches about 20 meters in phallic format and 

shoots smoke via various contraptions of a D.I.Y nature. According to arts writer, Bice Curiger 

(2000, p.502), not only was the entire installation shaped like a penis but also individual objects 

were selected as metaphors for parts of the penis. Curiger cites, “A conveyor belt [which] 

served as a vas deferens, while the plastic chairs stood in for the cells of erectile tissue” as 

phallic representations which rely upon ‘school-boy’ humour. 

 

Rhoades’ act of shaping his personal collection of penis metaphors like a penis seems to 

parallel Claes Oldenberg’s Mouse Museum (1972). Oldenberg’s work constituted a personal 

archive of American popular culture shaped in the form of Mickey Mouse. In the same way 

Rhoades organises his objects, Oldenberg’s work consists of everyday and manipulated found 

objects which may seem disconnected but are carefully arranged. Alternately, curator Russell 

Ferguson contends that aspects of Rhoades’ work are closely affiliated to the interests of 

Duchamp including, “elaborate secret cosmologies… his fascination with machines and 

scientific instruments” (2002, p.123). Like Duchamp, Rhoades work is a visual and pun, 

operating in both utilitarian and artistic domains. Uno Momento/The Theatre in My Dick/A 

Look To The Physical/Ephemeral is visually a penis machine, operating simultaneously as 

utilitarian object and art object. By invoking Duchampian mechanisms in his work Rhoades is 

able to similarly add meaning. 

 

 



 

Figure 16. 
Uno Momento/The Theatre in My Dick/A Look To The Physical/Ephemeral 1996 (installation view) 
Jason Rhoades 
Various materials 
Dimensions not specified 
Kunsthalle Basle, Switzerland 
 

 

Undoubtedly, Rhoades reflects American popular culture in his work, especially male 

obsessions. According to Ferguson (2002, p.122), Rhoades’ objects are metaphors for particular 

American masculinity myths, including “the go-for broke westerner” at the county fair, the 

trailer park west-coast boy, the astronaut, the racing car driver, he suggests that Rhoades creates 

a legend around himself as a ‘quasi-mythical’ central character and promotes a “(re) discovery 

into America”. Rhoades’ installations similarly re-discover traditional male terrains, including 

the teenage bedroom, the garage, the workshop and the factory.   

 



Interestingly, Rhoades’ work complies with the stereotypical view of the systematic collection 

as delegated to the realm of masculinity. As Belk argues “collecting is a highly gendered 

activity with the greatest social sanction for those collector traits that fit masculine sex-role 

stereotypes” with these traits being, “scientific research, the distanced impersonal, logical, 

serious and mastering traits” (2002, p.98-99). These notions are tied up with the conception of 

systematic collection. Alternately, the form of stereotypical collecting tied up with femininity is 

constructed as consumption based, sentimental and decorative rather than in the pursuit of 

knowledge. If these statements are considered in relation to Rhoades’ seemingly chaotic 

collections, groups of D.I.Y contraptions, found objects, furniture and computer equipment 

become metaphors for male collection traits. Namely; Gigantic (as opposed to Tiny), World (as 

opposed to domestic), Machine (as opposed to nature), Science (as opposed to art), Functional 

(as opposed to decorative), and Production (rather than consumption) (2001, p.99). Thus 

Rhoades’ collection of objects re-enforces gender stereotypes of collection practices. 

 

According to museologist Gaby Porter (2004, p.105), museums themselves are inherently 

gender biased, knowledge, organisation and collections are directed towards masculine 

epistemologies. She argues that museology methodologies construct and maintain masculine 

order, with women at its margins and urges museums to examine their practices and adopt a 

gender inclusive approach to exhibiting. Thus it would seem within the context of museology, 

the need for re-discovery into masculine terrains is limited. If Porter’s argument is to be 

accepted, stereotypical masculine knowledge is adequately presented. 

 

Despite Rhoades’ seeming engagement with the grand narratives of masculinity, Conkleton 

(2004, p.127) contends that Rhoades is presenting himself as narcissistic product rather than 

cultural authority. She argues that Rhoades’ collection actually parodies the masculine 



stereotypes he presents. In this way Rhoades’ work could be seen as a critique of masculinity 

from a self-reflexive standpoint. 

 

Display to convey the relationship between objects: 

Jason Rhoades collects thousand of everyday objects and displays them in installation format, 

however, these formulations have no readily cohesive display methodology. Systematic 

collections, in general, are usually displayed in linear or taxonomic formats in order to create 

identifiable narratives. Rhoades, on the other hand, would seem to display his systematic 

collection in a fashion more akin to the fetishistic or souvenir collection, according to the 

collector’s taste. The various objects he collects appear merely dumped or randomly gathered, 

however on closer inspection the systematic nature of the artists work evolves. This gigantic, 

crazy cosmos is in fact precisely grouped according to masculine narratives of work. As 

Curiger argues, “there is an ordering force behind these Brobdinignagian heaps of factory fresh 

things, dictating a network of symbolic cathexes, relationships and connections hidden 

within”(2000, p.502). 

 

Thus it would seem Rhoades displays his objects in an entire environment or setting to create a 

complete picture of a masculine universe, these sites become reminiscent of daily life. As 

opposed to the meta-narratives many museum institutions often urges its audience to 

comprehend, Rhoades creates tenuous links and hidden patterns between his objects so, 

encouraging a narrative supplemented by the viewer. The work’s site-specificity and constraints 

of observation (often, only a few people can view the artist’s installations at a time) provides a 

personalised aspect to Rhoades’ collection. As Conkleton contends,  

[Rhoades’] installations work…in ways to inculcate the individual into 
mediated and otherwise institutional narratives…the sheer scale 
overwhelms the social possibilities with idiosyncratic self-containment 
(1998, p.127).  

 



Ferguson concurs, that despite the gigantic scale of Rhoades’ displays, the essence of his works 

is intimate, the exchange between artist and audience private (2000, p.124). Paradoxically, 

Pearce identifies this form of secrecy as a tension which many collectors comprehend, between 

the urge for privacy and the desire to display (1992, p.199). 

 

The chaotic semblances of Rhoades’ display methodology depicts a complex and diverse world 

of the everyday, forcing the viewer to contemplate the relationships between objects and other 

objects, objects and selves- the parts come to form a whole, to create a picture of an anarchic 

universe. In doing so Rhoades attempts to know the world through the collection of objects and 

creates his own personal view of masculine epistemologies through display methodology.  

 

Case Study: Karsten Bott 

The process of creating a systematic collection: 

The process of the systematic collection can be located in German artist, Karsten Bott’s Von 

Jadem Eins (One of Each) (2001) (figure 17). Carefully laid out in rows like a carpet over the 

gallery floor, Bott’s installation is an extensive collection, representing every object 

imaginable. The artist presents to the viewer a vast range of material culture, the artefacts of 

contemporary life. In doing so, Bott delineates the supposed relationship between objects, 

suggesting that every thing is related to everything, somehow. Arguably, Bott’s systematic 

collection denies the museum critique and references the individual. 

 

One of Each encompasses an endless list of the everyday; plastic bags, stickers, paper clips, 

stamps, school books, condoms, cigarette packets, tablets, eyeglasses, a skateboard, dentures, 

soap, toothpaste, electronic shaver, panty hose, buttons, milk bottles, a mug, a toaster. Art 

authority, Ingrid Sharlau describes Bott’s material culture landscape as a miniaturized world 



view, “a general reflection on mass culture” and “accounts for both our physical and social 

habits- relating to work, home, food, culture and science”(1998, p.82). Bott’s process of 

collection is to acquire one of each material object known to man in order to preserve these 

contemporary artefacts for future prosperity. Art authority Monika Schwarzler suggests, “were 

there to be another great flood tomorrow Bott would negotiate a place on board for each of his 

things” (Schwarzler in Scharlau 1998, p.112). As curator Matthias Winzen argues, “the 

systematic accumulation of objects is, among other things, always intended to secure the 

symbolic continuity of the collecting ‘subject’ in the future” (1998, p.22). 

 

 

 

Figure 17. 
One of Each 2001 (installation view) 
Karsten Bott 
Everyday objects 
Variable dimensions 
Collection: the artist 
 

 



 

 

Conversely, Grasskamp argues, that the process of archaeologising one’s society is frequently 

overdone by collection based art practitioners. Furthermore, 

Putting together a selection of objects in order to appear to be preserving 
them…as representatives of one’s culture… remains naïve, however if it 
does not at the same time challenge the institution of the museum as a 
culture typical institution (1983, p.146).  

 

 In other words, Grasskamp suggests that artist’s process of collecting and arranging everyday 

objects merely mimics the museum and does not challenge existing connections between 

objects. This argument would appear to comply with Bott’s installations, his archive follows 

established structures of classification, his connection between collected objects are logical 

ones. As art authority Conkleton asserts,  

[Bott’s] enterprise is not located in existing cultural institutions, it 
appropriates their shape and method but, rather than engage directly in 
critique, it is concerned only with the institution’s administrative method 
(1998, p.125). 

 

It would seem that, despite Bott’s so-called lack of museum critique, he presents what many 

museums would appear to aspire to, and a theme that is at the basis of many systematic 

collections: creating the world on a small scale. As Clifford argues, the systematic collection is 

“an exercise in how to make the world one’s own” where objects are “valued because they 

exemplify an array of systematic categories; food, clothing, building materials, agricultural 

tools” (1998, p.102). Knight concurs that the systematic collection is vital to humankind’s 

understanding of the world (1981, p.13-16), in this way Bott provides the viewer with an 

holistic approach to contemporary culture, one which refuses to differentiate between the value 

or importance between objects. By rendering all objects equal it would seem that Bott attempts 



to de-bunk the myths of grand narrative and present the viewer with multiple forms of everyday 

existence. 

 

Due to the contemporary nature of the objects, perhaps Bott’s installation does not reflect the 

museum in its current format, however it could reflect the way museums are heading. As 

Pearce suggests,  

 
 
The gatherings of junk [the current trend in popular collecting] are, of 
course, the valued collections of the future, the accumulations upon which 
we shall depend to show us what late twentieth-century material culture 
was like (2004, p.51).  

 

It would seem that this cultural shift might already be occurring in museums. ‘People’s Shows’ 

as they are commonly called, are displaying the popular collections of everyday consumer 

goods and are being exhibited in various museums around the world, including the Museum of 

Victoria, ‘Community Collections’ 2004.42 Arguments of museum critique aside it would seem 

that Bott is presenting the viewer with knowledge concerning contemporary society. Scharlau 

suggests that Bott engages with the viewer by presenting them with their own life histories 

through the objects of their daily lives (1998, p.82). 

 

It could be argued that in many ways Bott’s One of Each shares similar attributes to Christian 

Boltanski’s The Inventories. Both Bott and Boltanski display the objects that surround us in 

daily life and represent people’s collective recognition of the object’s significance within 

everyday experience. However, where Boltanski attempts to produce broader cultural insight 

through the locus of memory, specifically the souvenir of mortality, it would seem that Bott 

                                                
42 Other such exhibitions include the ongoing ‘People’s Show’ at Walsall Museum, England (1990-) and 
‘Samdok’ at Nordiska Museum, Sweden 1991 amongst others (Steen 2004, p.197). 



presents us with the knowledge of our material surroundings via the scientific classification of 

things.  

 

Classification as legitimisation 

One of Each is comprised of some of the objects which form the artist’s Archive of 

Contemporary History. Putnam (2001, p.39) describes how Bott has collected these objects 

over a ten-year period and incorporates them in his various systematic collection based 

installations, including Toothbrushes (1991), Trouser Pocket Collection (1996) and One of 

Each with Bridges (2002). With each new installation, objects are incorporated into the archive 

from the exhibition’s surrounding area. After the object’s initial acquisition it is catalogued on a 

computer database where it is grouped with other objects of its nature. This classification 

process is reflected in Bott’s installations, for instance Scharlau lists Occupations, The Hunt, 

The Farmyard, Festivals/Customs, Death, Kitchen, Bathroom and Garden Shed as just some of 

Bott's classificatory groups. Explanatory labels are also attributed to the objects such as “shirt, 

short-sleeved, New York; aluminium-foil balls, assorted; human body parts (false); or child’s 

toothbrush, for proper hygiene” she argues that this “process of collecting, exhibiting, storing, 

the serious work of scientific classification…confers museological solemnity even on grey 

chewing gum” (1998, p.82). 

 

Alternately, Conkleton (1998, p.126-128) argues that Bott’s materials are arranged according to 

arbitrary schemes, juxtaposing old and new, his classification shifts among levels of 

signification and references life’s activities. In other words, although Bott classifies his objects, 

Conkleton suggests that his system does not follow museological practice and therefore is not a 

critique of the museum, but rather an investigation of individuality. Bott’s examination of 

collections from an individualistic perspective stems from,  



The articulation of an order with material not worth interpreting…the use 
of organizing systems that are firmly embedded in the particular and the 
real rather than the universal and the symbolic (Conkelton 1998, p.128). 

 

It would seem that it is the process of classification, rather than the particular method of 

classification itself, that mimics the museum and so asserts an air of authority and 

legitimisation upon the collection. According to Belk (2001, p.76-77), even the most banal 

collection of objects, when systematically collected,  

Can make collectors feel that they are part of a great tradition and are 
contributing in a small way to either art or science…rationalizing their 
collecting on the basis of the knowledge it provides. [Furthermore that 
many systematic collectors] cling to notions of taxonomy in order to cloak 
themselves in the mantle of science…across types of collections, 
hierarchies of acceptability seem to be based on how adult, serious, 
scholarly or scientific the collection is seen to be.  

 

In other words, systematic collections and similarly institutional collections seem to rely on the 

notion of order and the conveyance of knowledge to legitimise what may otherwise be labelled 

a fetishistic or souvenir collection. 

 

Case Study: Elizabeth Gower 

The systematic collection as imagery: 

Not unlike the work of Karsten Bott, Australian artist Elizabeth Gower similarly 

recontextualizes the objects of everyday existence. However in the case of Gower’s collages, 

she collects imagery from junk mail, advertising and home catalogue brochures as a reflection 

on the urban environment, domesticity and consumer culture. For Gower the tiny pictures of 

objects she cuts from magazines and the like represent both the objects themselves and the 

process of collecting them. 

 



Since 1979, Gower has been collecting imagery to make collages that represent society’s 

concerns with the nature of collecting. One such work is the Genera series (1996-1999) (figure 

18). Comprised of 28 collages on drafting film which incorporate imagery such as shoes, 

lounge suites, roller blades, clothing, vacuum cleaners and handbags, sourced from the 

advertising ephemera which passed through the artist’s letterbox. These images are carefully 

arranged in circular patterns which highlight both positive and negative spaces. According to 

the artist her aim in this pursuit is “to make familiar images profound in their eloquence and 

simplicity, to provoke the viewer to look beyond the everyday and to think about the meaning 

of life” (cited in Voigt 1996, p.114). As arts writer David O’Halloran concurs, Gower ‘rescues 

and re-values the common place as extraordinary” (2002, p.29). 

 

 

 



 

Figure 18. 
Genera 1996-1999 
Elizabeth Gower 
Paper on drafting film 
Each 45 x 45 cm 
Collection: the artist 
 
 

 

 

 

Both Genera (1996-1999) and Artefacts from the 20th Century (1999-2000) (figure 19), depict 

Gower’s interest in the significance of consumer culture to society. As Burke contends, “what 

appears to be an elaborate Moorish design turns out to be saucepans or handbags …ordinary, 

humble objects transformed into beautiful configurations by the order of symmetry (2002, 



p.10). Arts writer, Linda Williams, describes this process as the recontextualisation from the 

everyday to the marvellous, whereby the collector defines the object’s social position and 

exceeds the objects economic value. She argues that Gower’s images,  

tell a story about the social context of the collector and the personal values 
attributed to objects which transform the object from the mass-produced 
commodities to personal reflectors of taste (2002, p.35). 

 

Arguably, Gower’s recontextualisation of everyday objects differs from those of Rhoades and 

Bott, in that she considers these items from a feminist perspective. Authorities Voigt (1996), 

Burke (2002) and O’Halloran (2002) cite Gower’s previous feminist affiliations as a possible 

motivation for her work. They argue that the domestic nature of the objects, and the consuming 

process of cutting thousands of images from magazines replicate women’s work and its 

perceived mundanity. As Gower re-iterates;  

The process of accumulating, sorting, and piecing together small repetitive 
units to make a whole is a ritual related to that of quilt 
making…traditionally…put down as ‘women’s work’ and ‘not considered 
‘art’ (cited in Voigt 1996, p.110-111).  

 

 

 



Figure 19. 
Artefacts from the 20th Century  1999-2000 
Elizabeth Gower 
Paper on drafting film 
45 x 45 cm 
Collection: the artist 
 

 

Contentiously, the systematic nature of collections could be seen in a similar light - as women’s 

work, for the ordering and classification of objects to present knowledge is at the basis of this 

form of collecting. This is at odds with gender specific interpretations which delegate the 

systematic collection to the realm of masculinity as outlined by Belk (2002, p.98-99). 

Arguably, Gower subversively manipulates the stereotypical roles of masculine and feminine 

collecting.  Although the consumption and decoration aspects of her collection are considered 



feminine characteristics for collections, Gower presents their systematic and knowledge 

forming relationships through order and her urge to consider these everyday objects as systems 

to examine the meaning of life. However, Porter (2004, p.113) significantly points out that the 

incorporation of domestic epistemologies is needed with the museum context, in order to 

produce gender inclusive interpretations of history and debunk masculine meta-narratives. 

 

Like Sylvie Fleury, Gower’s work could be seen as fetishistic, in that her collection of objects 

becomes a social mediator for the collector’s status, by celebrating the beauty of consumer 

objects. Curator, Ted Gott endorses Gower’s accumulation of imagery as fetishistic, “ there is 

certainly a fetishistic precision with which Gower’s scissors cut these tiny images” and her 

hunting of objects is “unusually obsessive” (1999, p.18). O’Halloran evidences the magazine as 

an appropriate source of Gower’s imagery, noting “the conflation between the popular press, 

high art and consumer culture” (2002, p.28). Again, like Fleury, Gower highlights the ways in 

which “the department store, the popular magazine and the museum use identical terms in 

speaking of acquisition, accumulation and display” (2002, p.28). Alternately, if Gower’s work 

is considered in relation to her ordering process, her systematic concerns become highlighted. 

 

Order to convey knowledge: 

The order of things is central to the work of Elizabeth Gower. As arts writer Janine Burke 

suggests, Gower’s work reflects, “the timeless search for order through chaos…for the personal 

and momentary represented by the majesty of abstract pattern” (2001, p.5). Gower retrieves her 

objects from triviality and subjects them to meticulous arrangement processes based on the 

image’s colour, form, and shape. The objects involved become equal in their composition, re-

ordered and re-valued and new relationships are formed. 

 



Williams cites Pierre Bourdeiu’s theory of taste distinction as an example of how ordering is 

not just the domain of science and the museum but rather, fundamental to the systems which 

operate within everyday life. According to Williams, Gower’s work questions “how we begin 

to know things, what organisational methods we use - in other words, the basic epistemological 

questions of how we go about creating order in our world” (2002, p.36). In the case of Genera 

and Artefacts of the 20th Century series, Gower investigates the order of everyday objects and 

highlights the similarities between diverse objects such as irons, office chairs and ballpoint pens 

by grouping these objects according to colour and form. Thus Gower uses order not as a 

critique of materialism, but rather an attempt to make sense of the myriad of objects that 

surround daily existence. Through the juxtapositions of vacuum cleaners with lipstick, 

underwear and watches within the context of order and pattern, Gower questions the social 

positions objects play within our lives, especially domestic objects and women’s perceived 

ritualistic relationships with them. 

 

Alternately, Gower’s reflections on the order of things could be seen as a reference to nature. 

According to O’Halloran and Williams, parallels can be drawn between Gower’s object based 

accumulations and her previous work Chance or Design (1995). This earlier series is comprised 

of cut outs of butterflies, fish, trees, flowers, bugs and birds from nature magazines and 

encyclopaedias. Chance or Design orders nature according to taxonomic classifications of 

natural history to highlight Gower’s assertion that nature’s order and design could not be an act 

of chance, but is an act of god. If Genera and Artefacts of the 20th century are considered in this 

light then, as O’Halloran questions, “If the world of consumer objects can by extension, be seen 

as representing our new, constructed nature, then are consumer objects equally capable of 

reflecting the glory of God?”(2002, p.29). Interestingly, if this question is taken within the 

context of Damien Hirst’s religious fetishistic collection and the subsequent rendering of the 

object as god (chapter 2) then indeed it could be so. 



 

In summary, systematic collections examine some of the ways individuals and societies interact 

with everyday objects, by recontextualising objects to present knowledge of the world and 

reflect on the ways humans interact with objects.  It would seem that, to varying degrees the 

artists referenced in this chapter attempt to create knowledge surrounding the practices and 

rituals of everyday existence; whether that be the stereotypical masculine mythologies 

presented by Jason Rhodes, the physical and social habits of western society, as is the case with 

the work of Karsten Bott; or the feminine and the undervalued roles of domestic rituals as 

exemplified by Elizabeth Gower.  

 

Furthermore, it could be argued that to varying degrees the mimicking of museology 

methodologies legitimise and augment the motivational aspects of the systematic collection. 

For example, Karsten Bott’s classification system asserts authority and establishes an air of 

scholarly study upon the collection of everyday objects, Elizabeth Gower’s order of things 

equalizes object values and so presents elements of the stereotypical feminine realm as a 

legitimate area for study, while Jason Rhoades’ display methodology highlight the connections 

between sites of work and a perceived masculine universe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                        Conclusion 

 

It has been argued that, the public collections of museums are a construction of modernist 

grand-narratives, which privilege Eurocentric, imperialist and patriarchal ideologies. As argued 

by Conkleton (1998), Corrin (2004) and Olivera et al. (2003) the critique of these hierarchical 

systems by both institutions and artists alike is now considered an inherent postmodern 

strategy, giving way to the everyday narratives of much contemporary collection-art. This paper 

has examined a selection of artist case studies to evidence that everyday object collections can 

provide insight into western society and culture. The artistic appropriation of collection 

methodologies and motivations influences not only the way we value objects but similarly the 

way we conceive our relationships with them. 

 

 It can be concluded that the collection methodologies of classification, order and display can 

impart value, aura and prestige upon everyday objects. Artists legitimise their collections as 

worthy of critique and analysis by adopting the sanctifying mechanisms of the museum. This 

paper recognised that museums have continued to reconsider the methodologies that they use, 

attempting to adopt culturally inclusive approaches to the objects they portray. The arguments 

of Lionnett (2004), Levinis (1969) Hooper-Greenhill (2004) and Porter (2004) being that 

traditional museum practices are often seen as dichotomising and in many cases present 

antiquated representations of ‘exotic’ cultures and gender specific stereotypes. Seemingly, 

many museums are adopting the methodologies of artistic practice. This is evidenced by the 

installation style approach to display many museums have adopted in order to stimulate 

interaction between object and viewer. 

 



The implication of this, for future collection-art practice, suggests that, like the museum, 

collection methodologies should be re-assessed. For instance, future collection-art could draw 

upon aesthetic and artistic methodologies to further the individualistic conceptions of 

collections and so completely discard the authority of the museum. The ongoing debate as to 

the museum’s function and role in contemporary society has remained prevalent over the last 

decade. 

 

This paper has evidenced that, everyday objects can represent a broad range of human 

concerns, including religion, consumerism, sexuality, death, loss, memory, the exotic, 

knowledge, masculinity, femininity and individuality amongst others. By identifying fetish, 

system and souvenir as motivating factors in the conception of collection-art, it could be 

concluded that everyday objects are inherent to emotional, societal and cultural ways of being. 

That is, everyday objects supplement, enhance and aid all aspects of our daily life. This study 

thus contributes to the body of work which recognises the need for further research into the 

objects of contemporary culture. 

 

The implication of collection motivations as interpretive device suggests a move beyond the 

Duchampian model where, ‘Everything in life is art if I call it Art or if I hang it in a museum it 

is art” (Duchamp cited in Freybourg 1990, p.23) and alternatively embracing the concept 

Everything is cultural. This strategy could serve to re-evaluate many of the works of western art 

history from a material culture perspective, provoking the idea that, perhaps a move away from 

the dictatorship of the author toward the dictatorship of the object is warranted. Surely it would 

seem that objects are beginning to consume our existence.  

 

This paper examined the convergence between artistic and museum practices. It argued that in 

many cases museums are moving toward a re-examination of cultural stereotypes. In much the 



same way, artists have embraced self-reflexive and culturally inclusive responses to everyday 

object collections. Perhaps museums, like artists, should begin to recognise that the everyday 

objects of contemporary culture are the valued artefacts of the future. The Re:collections 

project in both its visual and textual formats aimed to emphasise the importance of collection 

motivations and methodologies in creating meaning and significance for everyday object 

collection-art. This thesis has delineated a closer relationship between collection-art and 

material culture theory and has demonstrated that this can bring a wider breadth of perspective 

and knowledge to the interpretation of everyday objects within western art practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix A 
 
 
 

Re:collections 
 

Artist Studio Book 
 

 
 

 

 

 
                                                               



 

 

 
 

The Button Project 

                      

                                                    

 
   
 

 
   
  The Button Project began 

with a series of 
experimental works. Before 
the commencement of each 
work, the buttons were 
classified according to 
colour and size. This acted 
as a tool to familiarize 
myself with the object as 
artistic medium and served 
as a formal ‘drawing’ device 
in the creation of each 
work. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The buttons were ordered 
according to colour 
relationships and displayed to 
reference formal patterning 
techniques, including mandalas 
and paisley prints. These works 
were applied directly to the wall 
and changed on a daily basis. 
Other experimental works 
included; geometric designs, 
text works and floor pieces. 



 

 

 
 

      As my collection grew the button drawings evolved to button 
paintings. Again, these works were applied directly to the wall. 
Buttons were placed on top of each other to create texture and 
depth. The buttons were classified according to colour and size, 
however, within each colour group further distinctions of order 
were made. For instance, in the case of the white paintings, the 
buttons were categorised according to lustre (shiny, pearl, matt), 
shade of white and material (plastic, wood, shell, cloth). Although 
these distinctions may not be evident in the resulting works, this 
process acted to create a colour palette. The buttons thus were 
transformed into abstract or minimalist paintings. 



        

 
 
 
 
 
 
Above: White Painting (detail) 
            Button applied to wall 
 
Left: Green Painting (detail) 
         Buttons applied to wall 

                                                                                          
 



            

 

 

 
 

 
The logical progression after the paintings was to create button 
installations. As in the previous works, the buttons were applied 
directly to the wall, similarly they were organised in terms of 
colour specifications. These installations incorporated the 
architectural considerations of the space. The first of these works 
was fairly random, with buttons covering every available surface. 
It seemed as though the buttons were spreading like a disease. 
Perhaps, not that unlike, the feeling an obsessive collector has to 
accumulate more and more objects. The process of 
metamorphosis was central to these installations, highlighting 
notions of transformation, as the buttons moved from wall to 
ceiling to floor. The viewer could thus plot the progress of the 
work and could come back at various times to view the growth 
cycle. 



 

 



 

      
 
     The second of the button installations again incorporated 

the architectural specifications of the space, including 
any furniture or notices that might be in the way. This 
installation however was much more structured and 
formal. The buttons were classified and ordered according 
to colour variations and were arranged in horizontal 
stripes that ran around the space, even over a previously 
constructed button painting. This work appropriated a 
more systematic mode of display, however both 
installations enmeshed the viewer in the world of the 
button collector. 

 

 



            

 



 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

The final incantation of the button project is Fetishkammer, a 
purpose built room consisting of buttons covering the walls, floor 
and ceiling. Classified according to colour and size, the buttons 
have been carefully ordered in circular patterns of colour. While 
some of these circles conform to strict taxonomic ordering, others 
juxtapose these systems in order to highlight similarities and 
differences between buttons. Some of these buttons hang 
precariously on colour co-ordinated pins, emulating the 
methodology of insect display readily utilised by entomologists. 
This precise ordering system mimics museological tendencies 
and so, imbues the everyday object with authority and value. 
This installation similarly highlights the aesthetic and decorative 
abilities of the button, with their brilliant colours, shiny surfaces 
and sheer accumulative number they emphasise the desire for 
things, no matter how insignificant and so engage with the 
possibilities of the fetishistic collection. 



 



 

 

 



    

 
 

STAMP DUTY 

 
As with the buttons, the stamp works began with an experimental period. 
The initial works attempted painting with stamps. As with the button 
paintings, the stamps were classified according to colour in order to create a 
painting palette with which to work. These paintings explored a colour field 
approach to stamp collecting. The initial ‘stamp paintings’ lead to larger 
reproductions of the English queens head stamp which explored the 
systematic nature of repetition. This series engaged with the systematic 
collection’s knowledge basis and so questions Australia’s social and political 
ties with the motherland. Aesthetically these rainbows of colour reference pop 
art and optical studies of the 1960’s. Despite their engaging quality, this field 
of inquiry which had been previously explored with the buttons 
(experimentations included enlarging colour prints of buttons) was discarded 
as the focus of the work became lacking when the everyday object was 
removed. 



 

                             
                                          Above: Figure Heads (installation view) 
                                          Enlarged colour reproductions of  
                                          English Queens head stamps. 
                                             



 

 
The large scale wallpaper like hangings (Figure Heads) lead me to explore the 
stamps in terms of domestic settings. Firstly, I covered 20 metres  of paper 
with thousands of Australian stamps, classified according to thematic 
imagery, this could be used as wallpaper, a minimalist painting or carpet 
within an installation setting. A similar display methodology was used to 
cover a series of floor tiles, where stamps from around the world were ordered 
according to theme, for example all the insects go together, all the Christmas 
stamps go together and so forth. As with the button installations, the floor 
tiles, posters and wallpaper worked together to form a complete stamp 
environment. 

 



           
 

Above & Below: Stamping Ground (installation and detail) 

 



  

 

 
The final installation of this project, Systemkammer is comprised of thousands of 
Australian stamp images. Clipped from their original surfaces they are incorporated 
into the patterns of European wallpaper. The classification and ordering process 
creates relationships between the differing images and provides a complete picture of 
the things deemed important to Australian culture and lifestyle. This ordering process 
thus suggests a serious scholarly pursuit, in juxtaposition to the romantic notions of 
the domestic wallpaper it subverts.  Interestingly, stamp collecting was once the 
domain of the female collector, however, once appreciated for its monetary value the 
stamp became associated with   the masculine form of collecting. This work could thus 
be seen as a reclamation of the systematic collection within the feminine domestic 
sphere and is highlighted by the inference to home decoration, decoupage and 
repetitive ‘women’s work’. 

 



 



 

 

Lost Marbles 

The marble room, or Souvenirkammer was the final stage of the Re:collections 
studio project. Having gone through previous experimental and final work 
stages of the previous two projects the constructed room format of this work was 
dictated by the previous works undertaken.  Classified and ordered according to 
colour variations, the marble installation relies upon the format of the grid for its 
display methodology. This systematic approach is then subverted by moving the 
marbles within their squares to create vertical lines reminiscent of the button 
project installations, similarly the marbles take on the qualities of minimalist 
painting. The souvenir nature of this collection lies in the nostalgic qualities of 
the marble as childhood play object. As the collector, the souvenir quality of this 
work also lies in the reminiscence of the previous works undertaken which echo 
in the final installation of the marble room. 



 

 

The final three installations, Fetishkammer (buttons), Systemkammer  (stamps) 
and Souvenirkammer (marbles) each reference one of three collecting themes. 
This is indicated in the titles of the works along with the word kammer 
meaning room which is derived from wunderkammer or ‘rooms of wonder’. It is 
intended that although confined in separate spaces that these installations be 
considered together so that the viewer might identify similarities and 
differences between objects, concepts, patterns and forms.  
 

                                       



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The viewer is thus consumed by the wondrous and marvellous aspects of 
these everyday objects and is prompted to consider both the objects 
relationship to the collector and to themselves. The unconsidered, 
discarded and mundane becomes anything but, begging the viewer to 
consider these objects within our current cultural landscape and re-
interpret their value as objects. The viewer is able to step inside these 
rooms and is surrounded and captivated by the collector. 
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