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ESSAY 64/03

We store things in our everyday spaces –ob-
jects, artefacts or images– that over time be-
tray their original function to become stories. 
As they accumulate, they lie in wait for some-
one to find the time to interrogate them and 
bring them back to the present time.
Whether they be large or small, digital or physi-
cal, public or private, hoards prevent access to 
the stories of the things they contain. To give a 
group of things a structure than can last over 
time, guaranteeing controlled development 

and greater access to the stories they contain, 
hoarding is not enough: the hoarded objects 
can only begin to talk and tell their story if they 
are organized into a defined order, if they are 
curated, either through the work of an archi-
vist or the criteria of a collector. 
This paper considers the hoarding of objects 
in every possible sense, reflecting on their nar-
rative power and on the capacity of artefacts 
to constitute a recorded historical memory, be 
it personal or collective.

ARCHIVE
COLLECTION
HISTORICAL MEMORY
HOARDING
STORYTELLING
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INTRODUCTION: HOARDING

Our everyday spaces become repositories for objects that 
betray their original function over time to become stories. 
“Without things, we would stop talking. We would become 
as mute as things are alleged to be” (Daston, 2004, pp. 9-24). 
As they accumulate, they lie in wait for someone to find the 
time to interrogate them and bring them back to the present 
time. Their content is varied, corks, postcards, aeronautical 
magazines, telephone books, subway tickets, souvenir photos, 
as well as newspaper clippings and illustrated images from 
various periods in time: all the most loyal servants of the 
realm of the past, recent or distant, lend themselves to this 
transformation, from functional objects to tools of narration. 

For the transformation to occur, it is not enough that 
they survive the conditions dictated by the time and space in 
which they have been stored. If nothing or no one intervenes, 
these objects are destined to simply accumulate, to take up 
space with no functional purpose other than to become a hoard.

Fig. 1 Sestini family Photo 
Album, dating back to the late 
1930s. A hoarding of family 
photos is mostly intended to 
survive over time to tell the 
private stories of those who 
know the people and places 
portrayed. Without discards, 
without selection, these images 
remain locked up in the circuit 
of household things. On the 
contrary, by working on them a 
selection, inspired by the criteria 
that guide the construction 
of an archive or a collection, 
can become objects through 
which to compose new stories, 
no longer linked to private 
memories.
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Whether they are large or small, digital or physical, public 
or private, hoards prevent access to the stories of the objects 
they contain. In a hoard, the only rule is to hoard. There is no 
waste, no selection. The order does not matter, there are no 
rules. The hoard adapts to the space it has. Nothing in a hoard 
may truly be said to have been saved. It all just floats, awaiting 
retrieval to begin a new dialogue with the present time1.

To give a group of things a structure than can last over 
time, that can guarantee controlled development and greater 
access to the stories they contain, it is not enough to hoard: 
the hoarded objects can only talk and tell their story if they 
are organized in a defined order, if they are curated, either 
through the work of an archivist or the criteria of a collector. 

COLLECTION AS A NARRATIVE VECTOR

Originally it was the Wunderkammer, a phenomenon that 
developed in the fifteenth century to define chambers of 
wonders in which erudite scholars and wealthy patrons once 
collected and conserved extraordinary objects in order to 
study them, to cultivate social relationships and at the same 
time, to establish a position and assert their personal status2.

This approach to gathering objects is that of a collector and is 
founded in a desire to use them to build a unique story, usually 
an intimate, personal and subjective one, without necessarily 
establishing a system of rules by which to distinguish them. For 
Roger Cardinal (1994), the collector is someone who creates “a 
concerned gathering of selected items which manifest them-
selves as a pattern or a set, thereby reconciling their divergent 
origins within a collective discourse” (p. 71). In a collection, the 
objects acquire full value only when they are considered as a 
whole: the individual object is thus defined exclusively by its 
relationship with the other objects in the collection.

According to Mieke Bal (1994), the desire to collect is an 
essential human characteristic that derives from the need 
to tell stories, but for which there are no words or other 
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conventional forms of narration (p. 97). Collecting objects 
may therefore be equated with telling one’s story through 
them, because “the potential inwardness of objects is one of 
their most powerful characteristics, ambiguous and elusive 
though it may be. Objects hang before the eyes of the imagi-
nation, continuously re-presenting ourselves to ourselves, 
and telling the stories of our lives in ways which would be im-
possible otherwise” (Pearce, 1992, p. 47)3. 

Massimiliano Gioni, in presenting the exhibition titled 
The Keeper, dedicated to ‘the act of preserving objects, art-
works and images and to the passions that inspire this under-
taking’, described the ‘unreasonable act of iconophilia’ com-
paring it to the figure of the junk dealer: “To me, this man has 
in some ways come to symbolize the essence of the collector,  
not the kind that crowds auction rooms, but the collector as 
the ragpicker of memories and things: the Lumpensammler, 

Fig. 2 Fausto Sestini,                 
Travel slides, 1952-1963. Dealing 
with a backlog of familiar 
images, in order to access new 
stories leaving aside private 
memories, one must make 
choices based on objective 
criteria, such as a particular 
format, a photographic genre, 
references to specific historical 
events. In this way, a new set 
can be taken away from the 
hoarding, a selection of images 
that no longer depend on the 
private stories of the person who 
took them. 
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the collector of the forgotten and of the disregarded, the 
lover of the inferior, who incarnates the drama and perhaps 
even the romance of an individual trying to complete him-
self through the objects with which he surrounds himself. For 
collecting is always a struggle between order and disorder: to 
achieve the wholeness of a collection, one creates order and 
gives meaning to objects so that they form a universe of their 
own, which, in turn, becomes a mirror of the world in which 
those objects originated” (Gioni, 2016).

The collections that speak of their owners are the focus 
of the exhibition titled Magnificent Obsessions: The Artist as 
Collector. It gathered the private collections of established 
artists in the second half of the twentieth century, revealing 
their fetishes, the personal or intimate introspective aspects 
of their research: in this regard, artist Hiroshi Sugimoto said: 
“My collection is my mentor […] It trained my taste and sensi-

Fig. 3 Clara Sestini, short film 
using pictures coming from 
her family photo hoarding        
(Figures 1, 2). Its frames narrate a 
new story in which the users can 
recognize themselves in contents 
completely far apart from their 
original contexts, 2018.



MAKING THINGS TALK: HOARD, COLLECTION, ARCHIVE

434 IMGJOURNAL issue 03 october 2020 REMEDIATING DISTANCES

tivity” (Yee, 2015, p. 195). And so we discover that Walker Ev-
ans collected postcards that portrayed everyday life in Ameri-
ca even before his American Photographs (1938)4, Andy Warhol 
collected ceramic cookie jars, Matisse was obsessed with ex-
otic fabrics, Martin Parr with the Soviet memorabilia of space 
dogs5, and Damien Hirst was an admirer of taxidermy.

When an object becomes part of a collection, it is separat-
ed from its original function to acquire a new one designated 
by the collector/narrator. A collection is therefore also a place 
in which objects become rhetorical instruments to tell a sto-
ry, recreating miniature scenarios of the past.

Collections serve to reconstruct the past by passing down 
stories, yet at the same time they offer the possibility of tell-
ing new ones, as they come to identify themselves through 
the perspective of their owners. In the film Kingdom of Shad-
ows by Fiona Tan (2000), Sandor Kardoj talks about his col-

Fig. 4 Fiona Tan, Inventory, 
2012. Through a contemporary 
projection on six screens, this 
video installation presents 
a series of images from the 
collection of Greek and Roman 
antiquities by the English 
neoclassical architect John Soane 
(1753-1837), housed in his London 
house-museum. 
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lection of amateur photos. He owns millions of photographs, 
anonymous snapshots, that show what these anonymous 
photographers wanted to preserve of themselves, of their 
surroundings, of what in many cases they appeared proud 
of (their wife, their car, their children). Theirs (ours) is an at-
tempt to preserve despite memory, “we organize frenetically 
with the purpose of saving things, nevertheless they con-
tinue to be lost. The same thing happens to souvenirs, and 
to photos, they disappear or are forgotten because they are 
not important”. Quoting Susan Sontag (1978) Kardoj sustains 
that “photographing is like cataloguing the world, selecting 
only those fragments that are valuable to us”. 

During her career, Tan has become increasingly preoccu-
pied with museal collections and their setting and staging, 
researching the forerunners of the contemporary museum: 
early art collections, Wunderkammer and cabinets of curiosity. 

Fig. 5 The images of Inventory, 
through the simultaneous 
display of the elements of an 
accumulation of fragments of 
classical sculptures, represent the 
deepest soul of collecting: the 
desire to stop time. Courtesy of 
Fiona Tan.
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Such collections have been likened to the so-called “memory 
palace”, the Ancient Greek method of memorizing knowl-
edge by setting out objects within an imaginary architectural 
course. The museal maintenance and storage of these ob-
jects then allows them to serve as triggers for memory and 
meaning (Tan, 2012) (Figures 4, 5). 

BETWEEN ARCHIVE AND COLLECTION                              
TO NARRATE HISTORY

In the second half of the 1920s, Aby Warburg, the German 
historian and art critic, developed the Mnemosyne Atlas (1924-
1929)  to map the “afterlife of Antiquity”, or more simply, to 
examine how images of Western antiquity reappear in the 
art and cosmology of later eras and places, from Alexandri-
an Greece to Weimar Germany (Warburg, 2020). The atlas, 
of which there are photographic reproductions and posthu-
mous reconstructions made by the Warburg Institute in Lon-
don, consists of 40 wood panels covered in black fabric, on 
which over 1000 images have been pinned from books, mag-
azines, newspapers and other vernacular sources, organized 
on the basis of 14 themes chosen by Warburg and involving 
recurring elements in the evolution of art and history. War-
burg’s original intention was to recreate a universal memory, 
consciously assembling and composing images that would 
represent the history of Europe in its entirety. Warburg be-
lieved that the use of images was the most efficient way to 
quickly transmit and evoke the memory and impression 
of an event (“To the image, the word! - zum Bild das Wort”) 
because they have the primordial but powerful capacity to 
evoke and express collective memories with energy and vi-
tality (Johnson, 2013).

A similar example –which relies on reproductions rather 
than originals– is the concept of an “imaginary museum” by 
André Malraux. He assembled and organized montages of 
photographic reproductions to create “Le Musée imaginaire”, 
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a “museum without walls” that questioned the conventional 
concept of artwork, shifting attention from the artistic object 
to the idea and how it was developed. This subversive ap-
proach, which gives greater significance to curatorial practice 
over artistic reproduction, clearly states that the importance 
of the work lies in the creative, performative act, in the pro-
cess of assembly, grouping and visualization of the works 
rather than in the artifact per sé, advancing art’s loss of au-
thority, previously theorized by Walter Benjamin and John 
Berger (Malraux, 1974)7.

To draw a contemporary parallel, it is worth considering 
the trend, particularly widespread on social networks such 
as Instagram, to collect, catalogue, disseminate or analyse 
monothematic series of artefacts, images and objects from 
a more or less recent past. The intent of these accounts 
–present-day digital archives about the widest variety of dis-
ciplines– is strictly related to what in recent years has come 
to be known as Public History: a set of practices that run paral-
lel to the traditional sciences, which purport to communicate 
history “outside the academic environment” (Tucci, 2018)8.

CONCLUSION: THINGS THAT TALK

“Each object is designed to amuse, annoy, bewilder, mys-
tify, inspire reflection” (Man Ray, 1961, p. 48). 

We live in a time that is extremely fortunate for fans of taxon-
omies of the most varied typologies. Thanks to enlightened poli-
cies of dissemination adopted by public and private institutions, 
such as the Rijksmuseum of Amsterdam, the Met in New York, 
the Wellcome Library of London, or projects such as Google Arts & 
Culture, to name just a few, the quantity of artefacts, or rather 
their reproductions, available in the public domain is infinite. 

Objects talk. According to Anthony Hudek, “Objects de-
fine us – where the ‘us’ becomes an answer to the multiplic-
ity and collectivity of objects and things inviting us into their 
midst” (Hudek, 2014, p. 15). 
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Removed and evolved from the hoard, the objects-gath-
ered within the various definitions of series analysed above 
shed that indefinite quality, acquire distinct coordinates in 
time and space, establish relations with one another through 
a precise system of rules that protects each and every indi-
vidual story, and at the same time, tells a single and collective 
story in which we can recognize ourselves9.

NOTES 

1 A further reflection on this particular aspect has been recently provided 
by Steven Heller, 2020, np.
2 On this topic see Impey and MacGregor, 1985. Starting with the concept 
of Wunderkammer, an interesting contemporary evolution on the theme is 
presented in The Spitzmaus Mummy and Other Treasures (Anderson & Ma-
louf, 2019), a recent exhibition that sought to question the traditional can-
ons of curation as defined by museums, proposing new relations between 
these institutions and their collections, between the professional figures 
and museum audiences.
3 To further pursue this argument, Lorraine Daston and Antony Hudek pro-
vide an interesting account of the narrative potential of objects and their 
storytelling function: any object, if analysed in detail together with the sur-
rounding context, noting its material and meaning, is able to tell a story, to 
become a pretext for research and a narrative vector (see Daston, 2004 and 
Hudek, 2014).
4 Over the last two years of his life, Walker Evans took over 1000 photo-
graphs portraying his friends and students with a Polaroid SX-70. Like a 
collection, the Polaroids are taken with no mannerism or style, in an impul-
sive and uncontrolled manner. They are however unique representations, 
and Evan’s care in achieving this result is tangible: his lack of attention to 
both the nature of the pose and his way of shooting the picture, goes be-
yond all visual ambiguity. A single photo says little of the subject, but the 
series –considered in its entirety– describes an era (Fineman, 2000).
5 On this subject see Hollingham and Parr, 2019.
6 For more on this topic, see Ragaglia, Hapkemaier & Carazzato, 2019.
7 Malraux adds that for all those users who do not have the chance to see 
the original in person, the reproduction itself becomes the work of art 
(Malraux, 1974, pp. 13-14). Here it is necessary to acknowledge a lineage 
that follows up on Marcel Duchamp’s non-art and ready-made, concepts 
that seek to elevate everyday items into works of art by placing them in 
artistic contexts (museums, galleries, art magazines). Only thus does the 
object acquire value and artistic meaning. These can be interpreted as a 
critique against art, its market and its aesthetic, and the arbitrariness with 
which a museum/gallery labels one item rather than another as art, a cri-
tique which in reality was sterile and immediately assimilated into the 
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very system that it was criticising, turning the ready-made into ‘a kind of 
“idea” art’. The ready-made considers the work of art as a ‘binary opposi-
tion’, i.e. only when it is in the museum context is it art; outside of it, it is 
non-art. Drawing a parallel, the work of art in book form is as critical of 
the institutions as was the ready-made. In addition, the artist’s book also 
levels this criticism in non-artistic contexts, making it as independent as 
possible of the art industry. As regards the critique of the art world, Gwen 
Allen argues that rather than the dematerialisation that critics hoped for, it 
produced ‘a strange subset of documents –texts, photographs, maps, lists, 
and diagrams– which served as evidence, as stand-ins, as archival traces 
of the artistic act. With its reliance on textual and photographic docu-
mentation, conceptual art ushered in a dramatically new set of exhibition 
practices, practices that no longer revolved around the display of unique 
objects but were instead based on the reproduced page (Allen, 2011, p. 15). 
In this regard, it is worth considering Seth Siegelaub’s idea of “Primary in-
formation” as used in relation to the artists’ publishing practices: “the use 
of catalogues and books to communicate (and disseminate) art is the most 
neutral means to present the new art. The catalogue can now act as pri-
mary information for the exhibition, as opposed to secondary information 
about art in magazines, catalogues, etc., and in some cases the “exhibition” 
can be the catalogue” (Harrison & Siegelaub, 1999, p. 199). 
8 The parallel between the traditional archive and popularization accounts 
on the Internet is a hyperbole. They do however have many points in com-
mon, for example the comparison between an archive label and a hyper-
link as a string, both are characteristic each of its own source to make their 
indexing clear. 
9 Contributions: text conceived by Gianluca Camillini (first/lead author), 
who wrote and edited all sections of this publication. The collaboration of 
Clara Sestini (second author) and the support of Roberto Gigliotti (third 
author) were helpful to collect materials and draft sections “Introduction: 
hoarding” and “Collection as narrative vector”. This text is inspired by Clara 
Sestini’s Thesis research study, presented at the Faculty of Design and Arts,  
Unibz on November 30th 2018, under the supervision of Prof. Roberto Gi-
gliotti (supervisor) and Dr. Gianluca Camillini (co-supervisor).

REFERENCES 

Allen, G. (2011). Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art. Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press. 

Anderson, W., & Malouf, J. (Eds.). (2019). Il sarcofago di Spitzmaus e altri tesori 
[Exhibition catalogue]. Milan, IT: Progetto Prada Arte.

Bal, M. (1994). Telling Objects: A Narrative Perspective on Collecting. 
In J. Elsner & R. Cardinal (Eds.), The Cultures of Collecting (pp. 97-115). 
London, UK: Reaktion Books.

Cardinal, R. (1994). Collecting and Collage Making, the case of Kurt 
Schwitters. In J. Elsner & R. Cardinal (Eds.), The Cultures of Collecting 
(pp.68-96). London, UK: Reaktion Books.



MAKING THINGS TALK: HOARD, COLLECTION, ARCHIVE

440 IMGJOURNAL issue 03 october 2020 REMEDIATING DISTANCES

Daston, L. (2004). Things That Talk: Object Lessons from Art and Science. New 
York, NY: Zone Books.

Fineman, M. (2000). The eye is an inveterate collector: the late work. 
In  M. Morris Hambourg, J. L. Rosenheim, D. Eklund & M. Fineman 
(Eds.), Walker Evans. New York, NY: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Gioni, M. (2016). Last Things. In E. Atkins, W. Bentley, R. H. Boyle, M. 
Gioni, Y. Hendles, O. Pamuk, L. Pettway, Z. Rydet, H. Smith, J. Cohen & 
M. Yourcenar, The Keeper. New York, NY: New Museum Publications. 

Hudek, A. (Ed.). (2014). The object. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Harrison, C., & Siegelaub, S. (1999). On Exhibition and the World at Large. 

In A. Albero & S. Blake (Eds.), Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity 
(pp. 198-203). Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Heller, S. (2020). Where Do I Put My Stuff: Saving Graphic Design 
Ephemera. In Design Observer. Retrived September 18, 2020 from 
https://designobserver.com/feature/where-do-i-put-my-stuff/40317
/?fbclid=IwAR3DJmXK4BeHJSPuM7MUrZC2seFFhhiwer3syFa9d4my
OHbzvxxrAGF19_E

Hollingham, R., & Parr, M. (2019). Space Dogs. The Story of the Celebrated 
Canine Cosmonauts. London, UK: Laurence King Publishing.

Impey, O., & MacGregor, A. (Eds.). (1985). The Origins of Museums: the 
Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe. 
Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press.

Johnson, C. D. (2013). About the Mnemosyne Atlas. Retrieved March 13, 
2020 from warburg.library.cornell.edu

Malraux, A. (1974). The voices of silence. London, UK: Paladin. Retrieved 
March 10, 2020 from https://monoskop.org/images/0/0a/Malraux_
Andre_1947_1974_Museum_Without_Walls.pdf

Man Ray (1961). Preface from a proposed book. One Hundred Objects of 
My Affection. In W. C. Seitz (Ed.), The art of assemblage (pp. 48-49). 
New York, NY: The Museum of Modern Art.

Miessen, M., & Rawsthorn, A. (2016). Forging New Relations. In Y. 
Chateignè & M. Miessen (Eds.), The Archive as a Productive Space of 
Conflict (pp.113-117). Berlin, DE: Sternberg Press. 

Pearce, S. M. (1992). Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study. 
Leicester, UK: Leicester University Press.

Ragaglia, L., Hapkemaier, A., & Carazzato F. (Eds.). (2019). Intermedia. 
Archivio di Nuova Scrittura [Exhibition catalogue]. Bolzano, IT: 
Museion. 

Tan, F. (2012). Inventory [Movie].  Retrieved September 15, 2020 from 
https://fionatan.nl/project/inventory/

Tan, F. (2000). Kingdom of Shadows [Movie]. Retrieved September 30, 2018 
from https://fionatan.nl/project/kingdom-of-shadows/

Tucci, W. (2018). Il Manifesto della Public History italiana. Retrieved January 
22, 2020 from https://aiph.hypotheses.org/3193

Warburg, A. (2020). Bilderatlas Mnemosyne. Berlin, DE: Hatje Cantz Verlag 
Gmbh & Co (Original work 1924-1929).

Yee, L. (Ed.). (2015). Magnificent Obsessions The Artist as Collector [Exhibition 
catalogue]. Munich, DE: Prestel Publishing.



CAMILLINI, SESTINI, GIGLIOTTI

441www.img-network.it

Article available at

DOI: 10.6092/issn.2724-2463/12268

 
How to cite

as article

Camillini, G., Sestini, C., & Gigliotti, R. (2020). Making Things Talk: Hoard, Collection, Archive. img journal, 3, 428-441. 

as contribution in book

Camillini, G., Sestini, C., & Gigliotti, R. (2020). Making Things Talk: Hoard, Collection, Archive. In M. Treleani, F. Zucconi (Eds.), img 
journal 03/2020 Remediating distances (pp. 428-441). Alghero, IT: Publica. ISBN 9788899586164

© 2020 The authors. The text of this work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

ADDITIONAL READINGS

Smargiassi, M. (2017). Il futuro muore nel falso archivio del Web. Fotocrazia/
Repubblica.it. Retrieved December 20, 2019 from https://smargiassi-
michele.blogautore.repubblica.it/2017/05/24/fotografia-europea-
reggio-emilia-2017-archivi/


