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This thesis is written as an attempt to get to the bottom of my own feelings 
and confusions surrounding things, and why they seem to creep up on me 
wherever I place myself.

I have been deeply fascinated by things since my early childhood, and my 
artistic practice is both informed and burdened by the many things that 
surround me every day.

In this thesis, I try to unpack the language we use as we relate to and handle 
things. I ponder, with quite some help, whether things are the inert, lifeless 
objects I have been taught to think of them as, and reflect on what it might 
mean to engage more attentively with the material world we inevitably 
inhabit. I had hoped to arrive at more definitive answers. Instead, I am 
beginning to learn in this very early stage of navigating the field of research, 
that attempts of understanding often are rewarded with more questions. 

This thesis is therefore a gathering of questions, thoughts, and very few 
answers, both others and mine, that circle around a shared inquiry: how 
might we begin to speak about things’ agency, and the space they occupy in 
our lives, inside and outside of artmaking
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Accompanying Words

The understanding of the words collected here has shaped themselves 
throughout the acquaintances with different ideas and thoughts on the matter 
of things. This small lexicon serves as a provisionally unified foundation for 
how certain words are used and how they help frame the questions explored 
in the chapters that follow.

Thing(s) 
Thing(s) understood as matter, as inventions, as fragments. Thing(s) as in 

a cup, a vehicle, a corporation, the loose front page of a book. Thing(s) as 
opposed to object(s). A distinction borrowed from the school of thought 
Object Oriented Ontology (also referred to as OOO), and the thinking of 
Martin Heidegger who “employs the word ‘thing’ to mean the hidden thing 
in its own rights, beyond any false objectification of it, while ‘object’ is its 
negative inverse: the thing reduced to our perception or use of it”.1

Things of affection 
There is something so very intimate about finding things and bringing them 

into proximity. What they see and what they know is something they'll 
1  Graham Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology: A New Theory of Everything (London: Pelican 

Books, 2018), 10
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never disclose, just like I rarely tell them why they're where I put them. We 
keep each our knowings to ourselves. But knowing that they know is such a 
warmth. We become acquainted not by knowing each other but knowing 
that each other knows. By knowing of each other. We become acquainted by 
proximity. We become acquainted by affect. 

Things of affection refer to the things we bring close, not out of necessity, 
but out of a different set of motives, something this thesis attempts to 
investigate.

Collector 
A collector is someone with a strong inclination to acquire things, defined 

by their specificity in matter and the continuous urge to expand that specific 
matter. 

Collecting / Thing-accumulative behavior 
Collecting is used loosely to describe the act of acquiring and accumulating 

things of affection, not always used as the verbalization of collector. 
The somewhat self-invented term, thing-acumulative behavior, is used 
interchangeably with collecting, as a way to describe the same behavior, but 
with less connotations attached. 
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Hoarding  
Is examined as the description of actions that falls under a psychopathological 

understanding of mentally distressed behavior in regards to things. Hoarding 
refers to aimless accumulation of things and the severe difficulty in discarding 
them.

Archiving 
Is to be understood as the private systemization and preservation of a mass 

of things. It is used to refer to a way of thinking practically about the handling 
of things, not as a reference to any formal institutional archive. 

Life / Afterlife 
A few months ago I talked to Suzanne2 about the topic of this thesis, and 

she drew attention to my use of the words life and afterlife. They have now 
become part of how I think of the way we treat things when they are in our 
proximity. 

Afterlife is utilized in the contexts of things that become reduced to part 
of a mass or become inaccessible due to how they are treated. Life is applied 

2  My teacher
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when things are present in a way that makes thinking of them and being with 
them mostly pleasant, and not a cause of overwhelm. 
It is not the things that are rewarded a life or an afterlife, but the connection, 

the joy of being within proximity of the thing, that has degrees of aliveness.3 

3  The use of these words indicates a rather human-centered standpoint, which I want to 
examine in this thesis. They have become helpful for the thinking with words taking place, in a 
way that constitutes their presence.



13

Collectors and Hoarders, a Fictive 
Distinction?

In trying to better understand what drives and defines the way we manage 
the things we own, I thought it necessary to look at the way we define and 
name these different thing-oriented behaviours. 
		   	  	  		
In the article “An order of distinction (or, how to tell a collection from a 

hoard)”, Katie Kilroy-Marac1 examines how “popular and psychiatric discourses 
that distinguish collecting and hoarding, reveal a complex set of rules about 
the proper, healthy, and moral limits of accumulation and arrangement of 
one’s material possessions”.2 She spends most of the article examining the 
relationship and distance between the two behavior sets, and concludes 
that the way we distinguish between the two behaviours, both within 
psychopathology and popular discourse is fabricated. She also highlights how 
the societal necessity for behavioral distinction exposes a broader anxiety 
around how people in late-stage capitalism are supposed to relate to their 
material surroundings, and how our sense of being functional and socially 
acceptable is tied to the way we treat our things. 
1  PhD and anthropology professor at the University of Toronto Scarborough
2  Katie Kilroy-Marac, “An Order of Distinction (or, How to Tell a Collection from a Hoard),” 

Journal of Material Culture 23, no. 1 (2017): 20
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In her conclusive paragraph she writes “To make a mess or a hoard into 
a collection, [...] is to engage in practices of active curation that seek to 
transform the value of contents and arrangers alike”.3 Hold this thought while 
we continue to examine what hoarding can tell us about things and why they 
accumulate around us. 

3  Ibid., 36
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Powers of The Hoard 

In the lecture Powers of the Hoard: Artistry and Agency in a World of 
Vibrant Matter Jane Bennett investigates what the hoard can reveal to us 
about the non-linguistic emissions of things. In her lecture she aims to “put 
the things in the foreground and the people in the background”1 and “meet 
the people, the hoarders, not as bearers of a mental illness, but as differently 
abled bodies that might have special sensory access to the call of things”. 2 
She investigates what might be at play for “people who are, one could say, 
preternaturally attuned to the call from things”,3 through attention to the 
way the hoarders report on their experience and the language they use. 

She arrives at three conclusions through her close examination of hoarders’ 
behavior. She concludes that part of the appeal of things is the often 
embodied quality of slowness, “the relatively slow rate of decay of [...] things 
might present the reassuring illusion that at least something doesn’t die”. 
4 Hoarding, in other words, is a coping response, or presented as a coping 
response, to human mortality. 

1  Jane Bennett, “Artistry and Agency in a World of Vibrant Matter,” lecture, Vera List Center 
for Art and Politics, September 13, 2011, video; 1:03:18
2  Ibid., 12:26
3  Ibid., 07:40
4  Ibid., 25:00
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Secondly, she proposes that it is the porosity between human and non-human 
bodies that allows things to become extensions of an understanding of self, 
“The things with which they live and which live with them in close proximity 
are less possessions [...] than pieces of self”.5 And lastly, she suggests that 
what is happening between humans and things when a bond is formed is 
an experience of inorganic sympathy, explained by “the fact that it’s made 
out of stuff, and I’m made out of stuff. [...] There’s a sense in which human 
bodies are leading themselves towards inorganic indeterminacy, right, were 
dying, were gonna become this inorganic stuff again, and so maybe there’s a 
kind of resonance between me and the inorganic in the objects, and there’s 
some kind of communication going on at that level, which is very difficult to 
talk about without sounding crazy”,6 and I will testify, that is hard to talk 
about without sounding crazy. 

Throughout the lecture she presents several thoughts that I find relevant in 
regards to the investigation I’m pursuing here; “What if” she invites “things 
really can, in some underdetermined way, hail us and offer a glimpse through 
a window that opens of lively bodies that are unparsed into subjects or 
objects”,7 a question that resonates with me, and probably is, I realize as I’m 

5  Ibid., 27:11 
6  Ibid., 53:50
7  Ibid., 06:35
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writing this, the driving force of writing this thesis. I have felt what we could 
call a strong hunch since I was a child, that things are not reducible to their 
common perception as inert. Or maybe moreso, I didn’t really think of things 
as dead. 

Maja Mackintosh writes in a similar line of inquiry, “Can things carry a 
spirit with it - can the spirit be transferred? The soul rub off?”,8 echoing 
the underdeterminedness of things liveliness that Bennett suggests. Before 
my encounter with Bennett’s materialisation of thingness, I have only ever 
dared to express the sensation of things’ agency with a soft spoken; I think 
there might be something spiritual about it. The openness to things agency 
through Bennett’s thinking on the matter, has solidified some of my abstract 
and speculative feelings towards things, and might allow me to allow myself 
to grant a yes to Mackintosh’s question.

In her lecture Bennett also visits the 20th-century vitalist Henri Bergson 
who “modeled perception as an essentially subtractive process. [...] 
Normal perception is biased towards instrumentality rather than vibrancy, 
simplification rather than a subtle reception. So, a working hypothesis: the 
hoarder is bad at subtraction, but good at reception. Her perceptual filter is 

8  Maja Mackintosh, Ting Bi/Bedrag (Things Deception/Contribution), 13
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unusually porous”.9 An idea I find helpful in wanting to understand why some 
people, like myself, are inclined to partake in this kind of thing-accumulative 
behaviour and others not. 

Bennett’s thinking belongs to the school of thought known as Object-
Oriented Ontology. OOO is broadly understood as a philosophical school of 
thought that argues that things cannot be reduced to what we project onto 
them as humans, nor by how they relate to other things.10 Or, as Graham 
Harman puts it, “OOO holds that the external world exists independently of 
human awareness”.11 We, as owners, collectors, possessors, are not the sole 
actants of the thing-world that we believe we create.	

9  Bennett, “Artistry and Agency in a World of Vibrant Matter.”, 13:35
10  Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology and Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology 

of Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010)
11  Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology, 10
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H. C. Andersen’s Thing-Worlds 

The Danish writer H. C. Andersen, known for his fairytales, has a sub-genre, 
if one will, of what would be directly translated from Danish to ‘thing-
fairytales’. In these tales, Andersen writes stories with things as the actants1 
in the story unfolding. Examples of the thing-tales could include The Top and 
The Ball (also known as The Sweethearts), The Darning Needle, or The Tallow 
Candle.
In The Top and The Ball, a proud rubber ball repeatedly rejects the persistent 

affection of a wooden top, believing herself destined for something grander. 
Only after she is lost and forgotten does she realize what she rejected, while 
the top, long since moved on, recovers his joy without her. H. C. Andersen 
writes in the story, “you speak very well for yourself’ [says the ball], but I'm 
afraid it's impossible. I'm almost engaged to a swallow. Whenever I bounce 
up in the air, it puts its head out of its nest and says, 'Will you be mine? Will 
you be mine?' And to myself I've always said 'Yes.' But I promise I shall never 
forget you".2 

1  With variables within the fairytales as to which degree the things are bound by the material 
that makes them. Some tales let the characters move freely, while others stories emphasize 
the surroundings (humans, the material they consist of, the elements) of the things to be the 
determining factor in the unfolding of the story. 
2  Hans Christian Andersen, Complete Hans Christian Andersen Fairytales (New York: Random 

House Value Publishing, 1988), 174–177
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The ways in which Andersen writes about things and the material that 
makes them, allows me to understand what I try to grasp when I read about 
Bennett’s ideas on the vibrancy of non-human bodies.3 He hands me a 
tangible fantasy of the thing-world. And yet, the way Andersen relates to 
things, and the possibility of a world of theirs is, of course, human. The use of 
language in itself and the idea of feelings and motives (as we know them) is a 
projection of human ideas of aliveness. But I would still argue that the world 
Andersen proposes, a world composed of assemblages of human and non-
human actants - that remain embedded in each other's reality - is a place that 
offers us a concrete vision of what Bennett is trying to help us understand. 4

As people we are often inclined to think of ourselves as the sole agents in 
our lives. I find that I am just as often directed by the coincidentality of the 
elements around me or the incomprehensible degree of randomness that 
shapes almost any sequence of events. In these tales, the lives of things are 
emphasized in a way where their prerequisites and realities shape how their 
stories unfold, a graspable reminder that to some degree we exist under the 
same conditions as things. Fate, chance, luck, are also factors that control the 
outcome of our days, and I appreciate that these are our common conditions.

3  Bennett, Vibrant Matter
4  Thorsten Bøgh Thomsen, “All Kinds of Things: Materiality and Independence in H. C. 

Andersen’s Fairy Tales,” KULTURO 54 (Ting)
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Still from the 1969 film adaptation of The Top And The Ball. 
Note the ever so human urge to relate to things’ agency by 

anthropomorphising them.

Picture from the exhibition “H.C. Andersen at eye level – 
everyday H.C. Andersen”, where the things are presented 

without human attributes. 
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The cultural and literary urge to understand things’ language, the way things 
speak out to us, seems to be so predestined to fail us. I am reminded of the 
conclusive paragraph of the text “Tings Tale (The Speech of Things)” where the 
writer Mathilde Victoria reflects on her favorite writers,5 and their insistence 
on and investigation of things’ own clear language. “It is fantastic that they 
[the writers] take the time to repeat the world, but the world does not find 
it fantastic, it does not find it at all, because it is indifferent[.] [...] Things 
speak their own language clearly, and that it is not a matter of listening 
to them silently, but of seeing how. [...] Only when death has entered our 
world and crept us out of it will we be able to reach things. Only when we 
ourselves have become things, ceased to be humans who care for the world 
and its things through lingering, can we reach things as things”. 6 When the 
inorganic sympathy becomes not a philosophical idea, but a reality, that is 
when we might experience the language of things. 

5  Inger Christensen, Simone Weil,  Martin Heidegger
6  Mathilde Victoria, “Tings Tale (The Speech of Things)”, KULTURO 54 (Ting): 130.
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Scarcity and Abundance

When I talk to people and read about different experiences of owning things,1 
I begin to understand that most of the behavior around accumulating things 
is rooted in a very personal and often inherited relationship to the thought, 
idea, and lived experience of abundance and scarcity. This can take shape 
both on a concrete physical level and a more diffuse bodily understanding, 
and often seems to determine how we allow, need or refuse the gathering 
and keeping of things. 

Song Dong explores in his work Wu Jin Qi Yong (Waste Not) from 2009, 
how “tens of thousands of domestic objects that the artist’s mother, Zhao 
Xiangyuan, had acquired, saved, and stored in her small Beijing house over 
many years”2 have informed their shared life. Dong’s mother was “typical of 
the generation of Chinese who lived through the hardships of the Cultural 
Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s, abiding by the dictum wu jin qi yong 
(waste not)”.3 Growing up with sparse resources resulted in her clinging to 

1  Close relationships to people on the both far-ends of the spectrum of minimalism-
maximalism (hoarding), having had to flee or leave a country and a home (or being the child of 
someone who had to), being brought up under extreme poverty or extreme wealth.
2  Kilroy-Marac, “An Order of Distinction,” 23
3  MoMA, “Projects 90: Song Dong — Waste Not,” Museum of Modern Art, 2009
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the potential and value in things, even in the face of improving economic 
conditions. 

In the article mentioned earlier, “An order of distinction (or, how to tell a 
collection from a hoard)”, Kilroy-Marac also utilizes the way Song Dong and 
his mother manage the transformation from a hoard into a collection, to 
underline the way we see value and aesthetics in that of the ordered. She also 
poses the idea of whether “Waste Not [could] also be considered an archive 
of sorts – of a life lived, of love and longing, of modern China?”,4 inviting 
the question of whether the home can be understood as an archive (or a 
collection) in itself, something we will revisit later.  

In the Danish tv-show Vi drukner i rod (We’re Drowning in Mess), people are 
invited to reorganize and discard their accumulated belongings, with the goal 
of enhancing their quality of life. To give the participants an overview of what 
they own, their possessions are laid out by category in a large warehouse, 
creating a scene that (strikingly) mirrors the visual logic in Dong’s work. 
Across the show’s four seasons, many of the dynamics that Bennett describes 
in her work on vibrant matter and object agency become visible.

4  Kilroy-Marac, “An Order of Distinction”, 24
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Song Dong, Waste Not, Moma, 2009 

We’re Drowning In Mess, 2024, Season 2, Episode 4
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As visited earlier, Bennett argues that objects are not inert, but possess 
what she calls thing-power, a capacity to influence, attract, and shape human 
behaviour. This perspective helps demystify the repeated claims from the 
participants that their accumulation of objects “just happened over time” 
or “without their attention”.5 The statements and general consumptive 
behaviors that the program discloses doesn’t only point to consumerist 
culture as a product of our time, but also, as Bennett would suggest, the way 
things can quietly assert a presence in our everyday life. The slow build-up 
of belongings seems less like a series of active decisions and more like an 
ongoing negotiation between human intentions and the insistent materiality 
of things.

As participants sort through their belongings, deciding what to keep, donate, 
or discard, it becomes clear that a common motive is a heightened sense of 
potentiality in their things: that items “just need a little fixing” or are “too 
good,” or “too valuable”6 to be thrown away. These feelings echo Bennett’s 
argument that objects can generate attachments that exceed any rational 
understanding of utility. Jette, 84, a participant in the program, articulates 
this quite clearly: “I have hoarding tendencies, so when there’s something 
that might need to be thrown away, I bring it home with me because it’s 
5  Vi drukner i rod, season 2, 3 & 4, translation from Danish by the author
6  Vi drukner i rod, season 2, 3 & 4, translation from Danish by the author
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too good to throw away”.7 This might not simply be sentimentality, but 
evidence to the claim of certain people as inhabitants of this unusually 
porous perceptual filter. I would argue that a feeling of scarcity around things 
only intensifies the way this porosity allows for the feeling of potentiality. 
In the world we live in now, we might all need to become more prone to the 
potential in things. Maybe we need not to pathologize this kind of behavior, 
but adapt the underlying way of thought and find strategies in which to 
manage the distribution of agency amongst things and humans. (Perhaps we 
need to pathologize the society that overproduces to this obscene degree, 
and not the people that experience overwhelm trying to save things from the 
uselessness they are produced into).

7  Vi drukner i rod, S4:E1, “En sti gennem rodet”, translation from Danish by the author
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None and All 

At the very start of this process, I thought that one of my primary goals was 
to gain some language around my thing-accumulative behavior and how that 
behavior sometimes manages to become art. But I have to admit that I have 
given up trying to self-identify within the language that I am examining. I think 
both collector, hoarder, and archivist are possible appropriate descriptions, 
and I find now that I am not as occupied with defining my behavior as 
understanding what determines the way we talk about this behavior and the 
treatment of its byproducts, the things. 

I am realizing that perhaps I am none and all of the words and their 
definitions, and that the permission for these to exist simultaneously and 
fluidly is best met in my studio space. A space where I get to accumulate with 
and without purpose, with or without actual potential. Piles of order within 
piles of disorder. As there is no interference, the studio holds the possibility 
of shifting values within the things. The slippery quality of value remains mine 
to understand for the time being. 
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Pictured: A rat king
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Tactics of Treatment
  
Tobias’1 initial reaction when I told him what I was writing my thesis on was 

to describe to me the concept of a rat king. He explained that alongside being 
a really great rock band(!) it is also a knot of rat tails, trapping the rats in 
a big mass of ratbodies, eventually leading to their death. Tobias suggested 
it could be the cover of my thesis, and while that won't be the case, it is a 
very good visual representation of what I find that most people know or 
have some experience around; that when too many things accumulate, they 
start to form knots. When I look at it, my immediate association is that one 
unpreventable drawer 2in a living space that holds things in a way that makes 
getting a specific key the same quest I imagine it would be to unleash a single 
rat from the rat king. 

The question at hand is then, how does one go about not forming knots, 
whilst still indulging in the accumulative nature of collecting things? How does 
one not dishonour the things with a mere afterlife?

While most people with the inclination to gather things share that specific 
compulsion amongst them, there seems to be a divide in other aspects of 
1  My friend
2  Box, shelf, cabinet…
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the personhood when it comes to the treatment of the collected. Some have 
a pull towards chaos, or maybe more of a fall into chaos. Others have a 
strong need for order through systems, while the rest, more like myself, 
have the tendency of chaos but necessity of something at least posing as a 
system. Typically this is where the defined borders of hoarder and collector 
are applied as a discursive way of understanding these different modes of 
treating things.
	
Earlier, we learned that in order to make a mass into a collection and 

transform the societal status of both the person and the mass of things, one 
needs to engage in active curation of the things.3 

When I started my bachelors here at the Rietveld, I had a teacher named 
Ruth, that I early on in the school year grew very fond of. She introduced 
us to the idea of the image archive and taught us things about her own 
ways of perceiving images and their relation to each other. We were also 
lucky enough to end the year with a visit to her incredible house and studio. 
In the studio, she showed us a large table with a neatly stacked system of 
low cardboard boxes underneath, each with their own label referring to the 
content of the box. This very attentive and structured attitude to what I 

3  Kilroy-Marac, “An Order of Distinction,” 
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knew and imagined to be a very large, very messy mass of imagery impressed 
me so much. Something that also impressed me was the specificity of some 
categories and the vastness of others. It hinted at the fact that some had 
outgrown their first category, and then their second, and now were named 
guineapigs (nr. something) or rabbits (with something). 

I had a similar feeling when watching the youtube video of an interview 
with Marlene Dumas in her studio in Amsterdam, where she explains; “[T]his 
is sort of the archive, but also, you have a category, and then the category 
changes again, first you had “males” and “females” or “portraits on men” and 
“portraits of woman”, then you get another category “portraiture in general” 
and then you get, you know, [...] “Jesus and Mary Magdalene” but then you 
have “female martyrs”, so every time the categories change”.4 This also made 
an impression, the recognizable office folders, with the ability to grow and 
morph. The impact these artists made on me might also have to do with 
the indirect allowance of this type of behaviour, of gathering and keeping 
without practical purpose, something that I had understood, up until then, as 
indulgent and neurotic behaviour best to be avoided.

4  Marlene Dumas, “Marlene Dumas: About Her Work and the Show at Fondation Beyeler,” 
YouTube video, [16:21], posted by Fondation Beyeler, 2015
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Photos and paper scraps have a certain advantage in terms of easy storage, 
and I don’t think the method of folders or low boxes is that directly translatable 
to mine nor others’ need for systems. But, I do think that something to take 
away is the constant permission of the archive to be malleable. Allowing it to 
take shape alongside the continuous collecting and addition of things. If the 
mass can absorb whilst also splitting itself when one entity outgrows itself, 
then maybe, in my case, certainly just maybe, it also invites sorting in its 
demand for attention, which might result in an archive of things with active 
feelings attached, on all parties. Even though I am close to persuading myself 
of the positive potential in archiving things, I find it upsetting that ordering 
somehow cancels out the irrationality in the act of collecting. That ordering 
and systemization is the only way to obtain positive social status as a partaker 
in thing-acumulative behavior.
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The Brutality of Categorization 

I find it a great struggle to organize and categorize my things. I am often met 
with thoughts similar to; ”Classification is one of the most creative activities 
there is. Classification actually means: To give shape to the world”,1 and I 
wouldn't disagree, but I also “[...]can't help but think about the power that 
lies in being one of those who give shape to the world. What a privilege, what 
a violence, what a responsibility[...]”.2

If I am to inspect my own tendency of system-avoidance, I think it has to do 
with what Helene Christensen is getting at here; that the seemingly simple 
act of classifying, actually, is rather brutal in nature. 

The responsibility she mentions overwhelms me to a point that makes me 
incapable of action. But living with my things merely existing in undefined 
modes of display/in random, undecided boxes/shelves, feels like something 
I am coming to terms as an unworthy solution. I want to offer the thing I 
love more than an afterlife. The difficulty of defining and classifying might 
also have to do with the act of drawing lines around things. Categories 

1  Helene Johanne Christensen, Den Samlende hånd / The Collecting Hand, KULTURO 54 
(Ting): 98.
2  Christensen, Den Samlende hånd, 98.
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that hold the right amount. There are such infinite possible categories that 
classification seems impossible without having to draw fictitious and wrong 
borders between and around the things. The Personal Organizers Kilroy-
Marac has interviewed for her article says that “Over-categorizers tend to 
approach every object as if it has unique properties that make it wholly 
distinct from all others, while under-categorizers view objects as being bound 
together by their shared features in such a way that it makes little sense to 
separate them”.3 I’m unsure how the balance between these poles are taught 
or practiced, and if they even are to be aimed for.  

Earlier this year, Rau4 made me acquainted with Ole Worm (1588-1654), a 
Danish physician, linguist, and natural philosopher, who is well known for his 
great collection of curiosities (that later became what is now known as The 
National Museum of Denmark). He said in relation to the categorising of his 
things that “an order emerges based on sympathy between the one who 
arranges and what is arranged”,5 which is a beautiful thought, but makes me 
think that sympathy doesn’t equate neutrality. 

3  Kilroy-Marac, “An Order of Distinction,” 21
4  My friend, a retired stick collector
5  Ole Worm, said in relation to his work, but I noted it down without a source and have not 

been able to find it…  
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Perhaps this thought is more applicable to a person and their private 
collection, but when thinking about ordering and naming in a broader sense, 
I think more of this violence and responsibility that Christensen is naming.
 
The Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek argues that “as soon as it is symbolized, 

the thing in its immediate, corporeal, reality is annihilated”,6 the thing as it is 
is replaced by the idea of a conceptual object - a category, a name, a signifier. 
In other words, classification doesn’t just describe what is at hand; it kills the 
thing-ness. This thinking makes any system of classification inherently partial, 
ideological, and potentially violent. When we categorise, we allow ourselves 
to reduce the treated to a fixated and stagnant state. We create a world 
wherein things are defined entities with truths in the distinctions attached 
to them. 

6  Slavoj Žižek, The Most Sublime Hysteric: Hegel with Lacan (London: Verso, 2014), 74.
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A Better Practice of Acquisition: 
Succumbing to Seduction and the 

Wavering Nature of Discipline 

I would really like to be able to state that all the things in my proximity are 
things of affection. But I fear that I don't have a refined enough practice 
around acquisition of things, for that to be the truth. In between the strong 
bonds I come upon, there are all the things that seduced me with potential 
regret. There are the things I buy because I sense a potential for potential. 
The things that I don't actually have any feelings towards, but that remind 
me of another time I had to leave something behind I did actually have strong 
feelings towards, or the things that just need to have something removed, 
repaired, or replaced (not in the alluring way, but rather the bound not to 
happen way). Those things mix with the other, and they start feeding off the 
things of affection. 

“We pick up stones” Christensen writes, “[and] practice acting like my friend’s 
boyfriend who goes fishing. He catches a trout, watches it fascinated, and 
releases it again. And remains happy about that encounter. That’s what we will 
do with the stones, that’s what we’ll do. We pick them up [...] and then let 
[them] fall back into the swarm [...]. With great effort and hard discipline, we 
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managed to leave many stones behind. But we have to take many others with 
us home”.1 I really want to subscribe to the idea of discipline in the devotion 
to choosing things that will obtain a life in my life. But I am reminded of my 
own wavering success around discipline. Perhaps discipline here has to be not 
applied, but practiced. 

My discipline is also often at its point of rupture when it comes to the 
testing nature of seduction, and I fear that seduction is what is at play 
between me and the things. The potential, prohibition, and uncertainty are 
only circumstances that act as gasoline on this bonfire. I wonder if there is 
much to be done about this, other than letting time continue its teaching of 
weariness when it comes to seduction.

1  Christensen, Den Samlende hånd, 99.
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Relating to Things 

I believe I have my own reasons for feelings around scarcity and abundance 
(as well as thoughts on how that shapes the way we move through the world, 
not only in regards to things), but that’s another thesis in itself. What I can 
disclose is that it is quite clear to me that I am driven by the idea that there 
might not be enough of this, I’d better hold onto it. And it is not only a lie 
I tell myself, as a collector of handcrafted things with age - an endangered 
demographic of things - but it is also a reason to partake in this somewhat 
fictional idea of preservation and rescue. And I have this pendulous feeling 
between hoping that it is the inorganic sympathy at play and worrying it is 
the human-centered mission of owning that drives my acts around collecting 
as a whole. Perhaps not one motive will have to be true on this matter, but I 
can taste a certain moral superiority with the potential truth of thing-power 
as the leading narrative. Perhaps because it feels so great to be unleashed 
from my ideas on taste and self-centered shapings of thing-worlds. 

Maja1 gifted me Moyra Davey’s book Index Cards for my birthday and I have 
been reading it parallel to the writing of this thesis. I was struck by this: 
“I rehearse ‘lost and found’ almost daily. [...] The ritual is about creating a 

1  My friend
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lacuna, a pocket of time into which I will disappear. When I find the object, 
the relief is palpable. [...] This compulsion to ‘lose’ and find things is not so 
different from the drive and habits of collectors. I am thinking about the 
cyclical nature of collecting. (..) Baudrillard: ‘The object stands for our own 
death, symbolically transcended (..) By integrating within a series on the 
repeated cyclical game of making it absent and then recalling it from out of 
that absence - we reach an accommodation with the anguish-laden fact of 
lack, of literal death (..) We will continue this mourning for our own person 
through the intercession of objects, and this allows us, albeit regressively, to 
live out our lives’”.2 

It reminds me of when I am in active search for new things of affection. For 
I feel that I am not making things found, but recalling them from out of an 
absence. I feel that I am making them appear out of a state of lost. I can 
never shake the strong sense that there is a massive pool of things that are 
at all times seeking new connections (i.e, things that people have sorted and 
decided to be sold, given away etc.) and that out of that pool of things that 
are lost - of connection - I can recall things back from this state.
It dizzies me trying to understand the way I place myself at the center of this 

narrative and scoop the potential fate, chance, and luck at play onto my plate. 

2  Moyra Davey, Index Cards (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2020), 16



43

Whilst having to sit with many of the thoughts and feelings I have around 
things, I have begun wondering if I unconsciously accumulate all the things I 
do, and care for them in the ways I do, in order to keep myself busy with this 
losing and finding. 3 I have always had a favor for the accumulative part of 
collecting, and perhaps a hidden destructive one for being occupied with this 
lost and found. The studio is not exempt from this behavior, and I sometimes 
worry that I prefer the finding, both of things to put in the studio and of 
things in the studio, to the actual making of works. I worry because I know 
I do.

3  In periods of my life where nothing is lost I’ve found it helpful to date a man with a worse 
mental state than myself, then you can spend time finding his peace of mind and that also proves 
as an effective method of distraction from oneself.
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Pictured: the Makapansgat Pebble
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The found 

Many artists today work with the found.  Duchamp coined the term 
readymade in 1913, and with that marked a new focus on the conceptual 
possibilities of art in the utilization of regular things presented as artworks. 

In 1925, the Makapansgat Pebble was found near Mokopane in South Africa. 
It was found 5 km from where it would naturally occur, and is therefore 
suggested to be one of the earliest readymades.1 The pebble is somewhere 
between 2.5 and 3 million years old, which leaves quite a span of time between 
the fascination with the pebble that led it to be transported to the cave, and 
Duchamp’s readymade Roue de bicyclette made in 1913. A soft hypothesis 
would then be that in the years between the two occurrences, people have 
been busy with things and things in art, just not clever enough to coin their 
doings. 

Things in art have always interested but troubled me, not so much at the 
hands of other artists, but at my own. For what constitutes the artistic in 
art, when we make direct use of or reproduce things. The very intervention, I 
guess, is what Duchamp was postulating at us more than a hundred years ago.   

1  Martin Bailey, “Is this the very first readymade?,” The Art Newspaper, 2016



46

My personal problem with this is the recurring sensation that I have nothing 
to add, not even a way to arrange. And I don’t think this only constitutes a 
classic case of artist-inferiority, I think it also comes down to a very strong 
sensation that these things hold such powers in themselves. 

Maybe what Duchamp opened the gates to was the possibility of allowing the 
things that constitute our world to partake in the understanding and ordering 
of that world. I would suggest that most artists who work with the found are 
their own experts on thingness and things agency. I trust they will testify to 
the randomness and assertiveness with which things invite themselves into 
our lives and studios. 

When I make works of art, I am often busy with the treatment and managing 
of things. As established, I have many things around me, and they act as an 
invitation to engage in this re-enactment or re-thinking of the experienced.
It reminds me of the way kids use toys to re-enact and piece together the 
world that they are newly acquainted with. I never outgrew this method of 
play, only now it consists of the way I collect and gather things in a quest of 
understanding the world that I never outgrew as newfound.
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Things as Punctuation 

I’ve always been troubled by the slightly claustrophobic ways that life's 
passing traps you in these subtle unavoidable ways. The laundry that is never 
fully done unless you do them naked, and even then, the bedsheets you go 
lie in and the clothes you have to wear the next day become the laundry to 
be done almost immediately. The utensils it takes to make even the simplest 
food in the kitchen, that then needs to be washed and put back in place, 
for the kitchen to reach neutrality. Acquiring things of affection seems 
to me to break with this. Even though they also have an accumulative and 
overwhelming nature, I do feel that things can break with this continuum 
of life’s behavioral byproducts. The things insert themselves as punctuation 
marks in the continuum; gift a before and after. Much like when you have a 
mole removed or get a tattoo, that hands the body a before and an after. 

Alex1 mentioned to me when we were in my studio discussing the subject 
of this thesis, how things impact us - not only within a graspable timeframe 
of our life - but also on much vaster scales. If the things I collect act as 
punctuation marks in my understanding of chronology, the things that impact 
us over decades or even centuries must become the titles of the books. 

1  My teacher
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The Work of Caring for Someone 
Who Cares for Things 

When I had to move from one shared apartment to another this spring, it 
came to my attention that there was a conversation happening, between the 
old and new collective, regarding a concern around the amount of stuff I own 
and would therefore bring. Maybe it wasn't a conversation as much as it was a 
soft warning. I was reminded of it when I read Moyra Davey’s thoughts on the 
things we own, and; “(...) how much we pad our lives with this stuff”1, and I 
thought that maybe that's how others see my things. As padding, unnecessary 
padding, for what am I padding myself against? But I would argue that it’s 
also a matter of greasing. I'm greasing my life (and arguably the ones around 
me’s) with the beauty of the things I need (and don't need). 

I did lose and find myself about half a dozen times in that move. And I still 
haven’t found my box of carefully selected and collected sewing tools. Perhaps 
that's the real warning, how much emotional work it demands to live with and 
care for someone who has such an amount of things that there at all times 
is something lost.2  

1  Davey, Index Cards, 23
2  I trust that my friends and immediate family would testify to the tiresome nature of these 

constant panic driven quests to find the lost. 
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The Home as Container - The 
Collection as a Herd

Mariah1 asked me after a talk about our theses if my collection has systems 
or if it has more of an amoeba-like quality, and after contemplating, I 
answered that it was probably more the latter. And we talked about how I 
relate to the things as just one, without classifications. But I explained to her 
that I do have a strong feeling of something being wrong with the fact that 
one half is at the studio and the other half is in my home. Excluding a small 
undetermined last bit somewhere in my parents’ basement and in the homes 
of friends where they are being cared for until we can be reunited. 

So maybe that points to the system that they exist under right now, that 
they are all part of an incomplete unit. A home, and the extension of my 
home, the studio. Or maybe it is just that the home is what I think of as an 
elongation of my body, and it is where I put them because I arguably cannot 
carry them on my body. 

I need some of the objects close to me when I work, and I need some at 
home to accompany me in daily life. So I figure that the solution would be to 

1  My classmate
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have a home and a studio in such close proximity that the things are in one. 
For there seems to be something quite wrong with the mass being scattered, 
it grows disproportionate when it does not see its other limbs and cannot 
make the right decisions for absorption and expansion. 

When we live amongst things and accumulate things throughout a life, we 
build the intricate structure of a collection in the shape of a home, or perhaps 
a home in the shape of a collection. For some, this is a very deliberate, careful 
curation, for others, it is an act of necessity. It is also often in our first home, 
our childhood home, that we learn the private politics of what is valuable 
and what is not. Where the ideas on scarcity and abundance that shape our 
thing-urges are forged. 

John Berger explains in the movie The Seasons in Quincy: Four Portraits of 
John Berger about him and his life how “sheep die and a new sheep is often 
given the same name, but a shepherd knows that the herd outlives him”.2 It 
makes me think of the difficult task, I have observed that it can be, to deal 
with the collection in the shape of a home left behind by loved ones. I am 
reminded of the book i was gifted a few years back; En samler sælger ud (A 

2  The Seasons in Quincy: Four Portraits of John Berger, directed by Tilda Swinton, Colin 
MacCabe, and Christopher Roth (2016), film, 25:40
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Collector Sells out)3 where Rosita Kjær interviews her grandmother Karen 
Hanne, about the careful redistribution and cataloguing of Karen-Hanne’s 
big textile collection. It makes me think of a different way of relating to the 
afterlife of things. Perhaps collectors can act out their agency in the dispersing 
of the collected and allow for absorption of things into new collections, and in 
that way get to have a say in what way the herd outlives them. 

3  Rosita Kjær and Karen Hanne, En samler sælger ud (A Collector Sells Out)
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