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This thesis examines how artifacts shift
between different states of life as they
move from their original ritual or functio-
nal contexts into the museum, where they
often become distanced, muted, or ghost-
like.

Through case studies at the Guimet
Museum, the Rijksmuseum, Madame Tus-
sauds, and the British Museum, I explore
how display mechanisms, vitrines, souve-
nirs, and technological reproductions
reshape object agency and generate new
afterlives in the form of simulacra.

Drawing on theories of agency,
aura, and mediation, the thesis shows how
reproductions can sometimes gain more
vitality and relational power than the ori-
ginals they reference.

Objects Distanced from Myth 8

Returning home as a craftsperson, I consi-
der whether handmade objects offer yet
another form of rebirth—one rooted not
in replicating the past but in restoring ma-
terial presence, bodily memory, and
connection.

By placing museum encounters
alongside craft practice, the thesis recons-
iders what it means for an artifact to be
alive, and how objects regain presence
through the relationships they form in the
present.

Objects Distanced from Myth 9
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Figure 1. Zhong Chime Bell of Zong Zhou

(Bell of Hu) on display in the National Palace
Museum, Taipei. Photograph
by the author, 2026.
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\’m always fascinated by museums, espe-
cially the historical and national ones.
They are places where the wisdom and
stories of our ancestors become percep-
tible through non-verbal, tangible forms.
I love to stumble upon artifacts that are
easily more than a hundred years old, to
appreciate their aesthetics, and to peer into
a faraway time and space, tracing the jour-
ney that brought them to display before
me and I often feel that certain artifacts
touch me emotionally or trigger an urge
to physically hold them in my hands, to
feel their materiality.

Gugong (M=), translated in Engli-
sh as the National Palace Museum (NPM)
in Taiwan, was one of the museums I often
visited during childhood. Originally foun-
ded in Beijing in 1925, many of its trea-
sures were moved to Taiwan in 1949 when
the Nationalist government retreated after
the Chinese Civil War". Since then, the
debate between Taiwan and China over
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which Gugong® represents the legitimate
Chinese culture has never ceased. Against
this background of contested national
identity, the NPM has taken on the task
of representing Taiwanese culture while
seeking both national and international
recognition. This history makes me aware
that artifacts do not simply belong to a
museum, they are continuously recons-
tructed by the institution that houses
them.

1
Shih Shou-chien, “/\+B4 &% [A Reflection on the Museum’s
Eightieth Anniversaryl,” The National Palace Museum
Monthly of Chinese Art, no. 271 (2005): 4-7.

2

There are now two Gugong institutions, one located

in Taipei, Taiwan and the other in Beijing, China. Both are called
Gugong and share the same Mandarin characters, but their
English translations differ slightly. The Gugong in Taiwan
is “The National Palace Museum,” while the one in China is

translated as “The Palace Museum.”
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Taiwanese art historian and archaeologist
Shou-Chien Shih noted that when exami-
ning the transformation of Qing imperial
collections in the contemporary context,
one can observe a strong sense of conti-
nuity across different dynasties. This conti-
nuity shows how imperial collections
functioned as powerful political and cultu-
ral symbols. The gathering and dispersal
of these objects were closely tied to the rise
and decline of each ruling house. In the
contemporary context, these artifacts have
continued to represent the cultural essence
and legitimacy of the nation®.

The Zhong Chime Bell of Zong
Zhou (Bell of Hu) exemplifies Shih’s ar-
gument (see Figure 1). Cast during the
late Western Zhou dynasty and commis-
sioned by King Li of Zhou, the bell was
later incorporated into the Qing imperial
collection and catalogued during the Qian-
long reign in the court’s first systematic
bronze catalogue. It was valued not only
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for its craftsmanship and inscription, but
also for its association with ancient
kingship. Together with bronzes from ear-
lier dynasties, such objects formed a li-
neage of rule that linked imperial authority
across time®. In this sense, the collection
of such artifacts was profoundly political.
Detached from their original ritual and
sonic functions, these objects were reacti-
vated as symbols of continuity, legitimacy,
and cultural essence. What is preserved is
not their original use, but their capacity to
speak for power.

3
Shih Shou-chien, “The Transformation of the Ch’ing Imperial
Collection in the Early Twentieth Century,” The National Palace

Museum Research Quarterly 23, no. 1 (2005): 1-33+629.

4
National Palace Museum, exhibition wall text
for Zhong Chime Bell of Zong Zhou (Bell of Hu),

Taipei, accessed January 4, 2026.
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For someone like me, who grew up in
Taiwan and was exposed to the NPM’s
collections from an early age, artifacts are
not only about materiality, techniques, or
aesthetics. They also embody national le-
gitimacy and a sense of identity. When I
encounter objects from cultures similar to
my own in foreign museums, they evoke
a strong feeling of recognition and belon-
ging. Perhaps this is also why, beyond
seeking creative inspiration, I still feel the
need to visit museums even after living
abroad for many years. Particularly Euro-
pean museums that hold East and Sou-
theast Asian artifacts during the colonial
period. Standing face to face with those
displaced artifacts becomes a way of gathe-
ring fragments of myself, reconnecting
with my cultural roots, and piecing to-
gether my own identity.

Former director of the NPM, Mun-
lee Lin, articulated the idea of “making
the museum/artifacts come alive” as a core
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institutional vision®. Since then, this me-
taphor has appeared frequently, either di-
rectly or indirectly, in museum-related
texts and interviews. Interestingly, my re-
search also revealed that in China the me-
taphor of artifacts “being alive” or “coming
alive” is used even more commonly®.

5
Monthly Editorial Department,

“S=ERR | [Making the National Palace Museum
Come Alive!l,” The National Palace Museum Monthly of
Chinese Art, no. 276 (March 2006): 4-13, https://www.npm.gov.
tw/NewChineseArtDownload.ashx?bid=1687.

6
He Zhang and Jue Wang, “it i1 9118 B 8 SUE R R
[Bringing Museum Artifacts to Life],” People’s Daily,
May 18, 2023, https://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2023-
05/18/nw.D110000renmrb_20230518_2-04.htm?utm_

source=chatgpt.com.
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These reflections gradually made me rea-
lise that although museums help construct
cultural identity and present particular
historical narratives, they also transform
the objects they display. Many artifacts
that were once meant to be touched, used,
or activated in daily or ritual life are now
isolated within institutional settings.
Their functions are suspended, and what
once made them “alive” becomes muted
through curation.

This tension led me to reconsider
the phrase “making artifacts come alive”
and to question what kind of life and death
objects experience once they enter mu-
seums. When I first encountered this
phrase at the age of twelve, I never ques-
tioned it. But now, in 2025, I find myself
returning to it with new questions: Were
artifacts ever “alive”? In what sense are
they considered “dead” now? And what
forms might this “aliveness™ take?

22
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Figure 2. Ganesha sculpture on display
in the Musée Guimet, Paris.

Photograph by the author, 2023.
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Similarly, French philosopher and anthro-
pologist Bruno Latour argues that agency
is not an inherent property of any single
entity but an effect that emerges from the
network of relations enabling action to cir-
culate among human and nonhuman ac-
tants('9, Taken together, these accounts
suggest that the human—object relation is
not a simple subject—object dichotomy,
rather, both humans and objects partici-
pate in affecting the world through the so-
cial networks that activate their agency.
When Hindu sculptures are displaced into
the Guimet Museum, the ritual, spatial,
and devotional networks that once ani-
mated them are cut off. What remains is
merely a material form without the acti-
vating relations.

If Gell tells us objects can act and
Latour explains how they act, then
Chinese historians Chen Shen and Yangzi
Shang synthesize Gell and Latour’s argu-
ments in “For an object to be said to pos-
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sess genuine agency, it must exert some
real effect on a person’s mental or physical
state.”In other words, object agency is
the capacity to alter the human body, and
its effects on people could appear in sub-
tle emotional, physical, psychological, and
spiritual ways. Returning to the Ganesha
statue, in the original context of Angkor
Wat, this religious figure activated rituals
and shaped the spiritual feelings of the
worshippers, including awe, infatuation
and dependence.
10
Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction

to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford University Press, 2005), 44-74,

https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780199256044.001.0001.

11
Chen Shen and Yangzi Shang,
SRRV RES R R ERMIER AR A A [A Discussion
on the Agency of ‘Objects’ and Its Application in Museum
Collection Studies],” Palace Museum Journal, no. 5 (2022):

4-15+133, https://www.dpm.org.cn/journal/257653.html.
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It influenced the physical behaviors of the
devotees and through this network it mo-
ved beyond its own materiality to become
a living deity.

The Hindu objects at Guimet can
therefore only exercise a diminished form
of agency. They affect viewers aesthetical-
ly, perhaps emotionally, but no longer bo-
dily or ritually. Their agency becomes
partially present, and partially suspended.
And it is precisely this incomplete pre-
sence of agency that makes these statues
feel to me like ghosts whose material sil-
houette remained visible but no commu-
nication or interaction was possible.

34
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Figure 3. Tomb figure of an official on display

in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

Photograph by the author, 2025.
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7The Rijksmuseum is one of the national
museums in the Netherlands, its collection
offers an overview of Dutch art and his-
tory, including works by 17th-century
Dutch masters such as Rembrandt, Ver-
meer, and Hals"?. Approximately twelve
minutes biking from my school, I either
bike past it quite often when traveling to
city center or go there directly as a visitor.
'This has given the Rijksmuseum a special
place in my student life and became the
first choice of my museum field research.

Today is September 18th, 2025,
it is drizzling outside. I was first planning
to visit the Rijksmuseum regular collec-
tion, but immediately changed my mind
after seeing the “special collection area
in the museum handbook.

12
“About Us,” Rijksmuseum,
accessed December 10, 2025, https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/

en/about-us.
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Walking through a long corridor I am led
to a separate building called the Asian pa-
vilion, and unlike their main exhibition
space which is usually in dark, almost
black rooms, the room of the Asian pavi-
lion is closer to a white cube gallery.
Downstairs in the basement, arti-
facts originating from China, Japan, and
Korea are showcased, with mostly statues
placed on pedestals and some jewelry and
paintings displayed behind glass. A statue
wearing a glazed-like color armor standing
inside a vitrine draws my attention, the
coloring technique and style reminds me
of my grandparents’ house where they
have two horse sculptures in a similar
style. It labels ““Tomb figure of an official,
originating from China, Tang dynasty
(618-906)” (see Figure 3). The reflection
of glass bothers me from taking a photo,
so I have to try different angles to achieve
a satisfactory one. Seeing it trapped within
the vitrine makes me think about how
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differently similar sculptures lived in my
grandparents’ home that were placed ca-
sually on a wooden table, touched, dusted,
and moved, rather than fixed and sealed
within a museum pedestal. Putting pre-
cious artifacts behind glasses seems to be
a common curating choice in the museum,
but it also makes me wonder what’s the
difference between looking at an artifact
behind a vitrine and looking at a picture
of an artifact through my phone’s screen?
Algerian-French artist Kader Attia did re-
search on this display method in his series
of works Measure and Control in 2013.
Through a series of five vitrines, Attia put
together different traditional African ani-
mal masks, specimens from natural histo-
ry museums, and Western vintage photos
to question the traditional Western ideo-
logy of looking. “[...] the vitrine itself is a
kind of virtual optical technology, a display
mechanism that dematerialises objects and
stages them as images consumed behind

42

a glass screen” said curator Ralph Rugoff
in conversation with Attia"®. This display
mechanism not only physically distances
the human object relation but also margi-
nalises the original function and meaning
of objects. The objects behind glass screens
become dematerialised images and turn
into another form of information placed
next to museum texts for visitors to
consume, thus the vitrine becomes a tech-
nology that turns the objects inside it into
images.

13
Kader Attia and Ralph Rugoff, Kader Attia -
the Museum of Emotion, with Hayward Gallery

(Hayward Gallery Publishing, 2019), 18.
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This dematerialization that Attia identifies
echoes Walter Benjamin’s notion of the
“loss of aura.” According to Benjamin,
what gives an artwork or artifact its au-
thenticity and core meaning is “its pre-
sence in time and space, its unique exis-
tence at the place where it happens to
be.” Once displayed behind glass, the
viewer can no longer sense the materiality
of the object or its presence in the mo-
ment. Furthermore, since the object is also
detached from its original context when
moved into the museum, its time, place,
ritual relevance, prior owners and histori-
cal circulation no longer inform the
viewer’s experience, which leads to a loss
of aura. In Benjamin’s terms, this dema-
terialisation is what produces the loss

14
Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” in llluminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry

Zohn (Schocken Books, 1969), 3.

44

of aura. The artifact loses its function, ma-
teriality, and authenticity and becomes
another distanced optical image. Through
this mode of curation, the display vitrine
does more than keep away unwanted
touch and secure the safety of objects. It
flattens the artifact into a reproducible and
consumable image that becomes indistin-
guishable from the photos on our phones.
It becomes closer to a mass produced di-
gital picture than an object that once car-
ried aura and presence. What remains is
not a living object but a visual represen-
tation, an image circulating among other
images.

Moving on to the next room, I en-
counter two wooden, muscular, life-sized
statues with aggressive postures and ges-
tures standing beside each other. I type
the number 873 into the audio guide to
hear the introduction to these Japanese
temple guardians. “No one would think of
crossing these two: they clearly mean bu-

45



siness. [...] their poses suggest they are
ready to act at any moment®.” The vivid
narrative, written by the curator, animates
the statues as if they were in front of me.
But the guardians cannot speak, their
voices are replaced by the curator’s narra-
tion. In this substitution, the audio guide
becomes the medium through which the
artifact’s past life is translated, much like
a ghost requiring a psychic. This is the
moment when the artifact’s status shifts—
not living, not fully dead, but ghost-like.
Based on the earlier discussion in
the Guimet chapter, once objects are de-
tached from their original ritual and social
networks, they no longer exist as living
deities and can only perform partial, in-
complete forms of agency. They appear
like ghosts whose silhouettes remain visible

15
Menno Fitski, audio guide commentary for the Rijksmuseum

App, Rijksmuseum (Amsterdam), accessed December 10, 2025.
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yet cannot communicate or interact.
Here I bring in the concept of spi-
rit photography to further describe the
ghostly status of museum artifacts. But
first, what is a ghost? Italian philosopher
Giorgio Agamben once used the ghost as
a conceptual metaphor to describe the
condition of the city of Venice('®"

16
Giorgio Agamben, “On the Use and Disadvantage
of Living Among Specters,” in Nudities (Stanford University

Press, 2011), 37-42.
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Taiwanese art critic Chen Kuan-Yu, in his
discussion of the relationship between
ghosts and society, writes that “a ghost is
some kind of presence that comes from
the past attempting to speak to the pre-
sent, a metaphor of painful historical ex-
periencel'.”

Within the discourse of spirit pho-
tography, Chen draws on French philo-
sopher Jacques Derrida’s claim that a
photograph’s essence lies in its spectra-
lity"™®. Rather than simply preserving the
past, photography transforms a lived mo-
ment into a visible trace that continues to

17
KuanYu Chen, “A Ghost’s Love, Coercion, and Ambiguity,”
MODERN ART, no. 196 (April 2020): 36, https://map.tfam.

museum/storage/files/shares/MA/MA196/MA0196_04.pdf.
18
Jacques Derrida, Right of Inspection, trans. David Wills

(The Monacelli Press, 1998), vi.
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appear beyond the life it once belonged
to. The photograph therefore enters into
a referential relationship with its subject
that resembles the relationship between a
ghost and its former living self. What is
summoned is not the subject itself, but a
trace detached from its original context of
life. This ghostly quality unsettles the sub-
ject, as the image is no longer an extension
of the living body but an otherness that
remains visible while being fundamental-
ly unresponsive.

Returning to the condition of arti-
facts that are rendered into images once
placed behind the museum vitrine, we can
observe that they share a spectral condi-
tion with photography in Derrida’s sense.
This comparison is not meant to suggest
that artifacts and photographs are equiva-
lent as media. Rather, they share a similar
condition of visibility without reciprocity.
The artifact behind the vitrine resembles
an image, yet it does not possess photo-

49



graphy’s specific spectral function. The
spectrality of photography does not lie in
the return to a moment that no longer
exists, but in the summoning of a trace of
an absent time into the present. This trace
is visible, yet unresponsive. It has no voice,
no temperature, no smell, and no capacity
for interaction. It is not an extension of
the subject, but an otherness that has been
severed from lived life.

In this sense, the museum artifact
enters a comparable condition. Flattened
into an image and detached from its ori-
ginal network, it becomes visible but
unable to respond. Like the photographic
specter, it can be looked at, narrated, and
interpreted, yet it cannot speak back. Its
presence depends entirely on mediation.

In this situation, the curator takes
on the role of a psychic, mediating between
the viewer and these ghosted artifacts.
Through narration and interpretive fra-
ming, they attempt to build a temporary

50

bridge so that artifacts detached from their
original contexts may once again be ap-
proached, though never fully reanimated.

51
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Figure 4. Wax figure of Queen Elizabeth Il

in Madame Tussauds Amsterdam.

Photograph by the author, 2025.
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@ctober 27th. I am now at Madame Tus-
sauds. Located in the center of Ams-
terdam, it is a museum that presents wax
replicas of celebrities from around the
world. Unlike the museums mentioned in
the previous chapters, institutions that
claim and are expected to display “real”
or “authentic” objects. Madame Tussauds
showcases “fake” representations of hu-
man beings. It is certainly a different type
of museum than I am used to visiting, and
I am not quite sure what to expect. The
displays in Madame Tussauds are arranged
by theme. Each gallery presents a specific
world such as sports, nightclubs, fashion
shows, fictional universes, or political fi-
gures, so that moving through the museum
feels like passing through a sequence of
staged scenes rather than traditional exhi-
bition rooms.

It is an uncanny feeling as I walk
into the second gallery—the party theme.
There are several moments when I cannot

56

immediately distinguish the living visitors
from the wax celebrities such as The Rock,
Johnny Depp, Timothée Chalamet, and
Taylor Swift. It feels like a werewolf game
in which I must constantly keep my eye
on who is “fake,” and whenever I lose that
tracking, a small panic rises. Eventually, I
choose to avoid staying with other visitors
so that I can be sure that every figure
around me is not real. Moving upstairs, I
encounter Queen Elizabeth II, who passed
away three years ago, standing at the end
of a hallway in front of a red curtain (see
Figure 4). I observe closely how this figure
1s made, its oil-painted skin, individually
planted hairs, nails, teeth, even the texture
of the garments. The figure appears un-
cannily real, yet the more I look, the more
I eagerly search for evidence of its fake-
ness, to reassure myself that it is not alive.
In this moment, the wax figure performs
“presence” more effectively than any mu-
seum artifact I previously encountered.
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Madame Tussauds is intentionally de-
signed as an interactive environment. For
example, besides the party scene described
earlier, there is also a runway where visi-
tors can walk while Anna Wintour sits in
the audience. The VIP card given at the
entrance plays an important role in en-
hancing this sense of intimacy and parti-
cipation. This card allows visitors to enter
a recording studio to take photos as if they
were recording with a celebrity or to film
a short video with the YouTuber Enzo
Knol for sharing on social media. Through
these interactions, the wax figures do not
passively represent celebrities but they act
within the network gaining agency because
visitors must respond to them.

At this point I realise that the mu-
seum operates entirely through simulacra.
These wax figures can be endlessly main-
tained, modified, or remade, and in their
durability they will inevitably outlive the
originals they depict. Queen Elizabeth II’s

58

figure demonstrates this perfectly, that her
wax double remains animated within a
themed environment, while the person it
represents no longer exists. In Jean Bau-
drillard’s terms, the simulacrum begins
not to imitate reality but to replace it(19.

19
Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans.
Sheila Faria Glaser, The Body, in Theory - Histories of Cultural

Materialism (Univ. of Michigan Press, 2019).
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A similar phenomenon occurs in the art
field. Art historian Amelia Groom ques-
tions the temporality between artworks
and their replicas made for preservation
or accessibility in “Permanent Collection.”
Groom describes the reproductions at the
Otsuka Museum of Art as “a version of
history without a real temporality,” since
these replicas are produced to retain their
color and form for thousands of years.
Their durability allows them to function
even as references for restoration, rende-
ring the originals “a copy of their own
copy®").” This resonates with my expe-
rience at Madame Tussauds, where the
replica’s indestructible quality gives it a
future the original no longer possesses.
If the earlier chapters discussed
how original objects lose presence and
turn into a ghost-like state once placed
inside the museum display, then the situa-
tion here becomes inverted. In Madame
Tussauds, it is the replicas that gain acces-
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sibility, visibility, durability, and agency
through constant interaction, while the
originals they reference fade from rele-
vance. As the distinction between authen-
tic and inauthentic becomes increasingly
unstable, the reproductions begin to ap-
pear more “real” than the objects they re-
plicated.

20
Amelia Groom, “Permanent Collection,”
e-flux journal, no. 78 (December 2016): 3, https://www.e-flux.

com/journal/78/82883/permanent-collection.

21

Groom, “Permanent Collection,” 5.
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Figure 5. Rosetta Stone-shaped USB flash

drive (“Rosetta Stone USB Memory Stick,

16GB”). Photograph by the author, 2026.
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Yhe British Museum is a must-visit place
whenever I travel to London. My first time
visiting was at the age of twelve. Although
I no longer have vivid memories of its
main collection, I still remember the mi-
niature mummy keychain I desperately
wanted from the gift shop. I didn’t get it
in the end, but exploring museum shops
somehow became one of my habits and
the motivation behind this habit has shif-
ted over time. From wanting a trophy of
the visit to now being more interested in
observing how museums translate their
collections into creative souvenirs.
During my most recent visit to the
British Museum, I encountered several
intriguing souvenirs, and one object in
particular drew my attention, which is a
16GB Rosetta Stone USB memory stick
(see Figure 5). Made of plastic, this USB
reproduces the shape and inscriptions of
the original Rosetta Stone, but unlike the
original, it can be opened from the middle
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to reveal a type-A plug. Beyond the urge
to purchase it, I found myself evaluating
its functionality. Who still uses this type of
plug? And even if they do, is a USB shaped
like a chunky stone really handy to use?
At Madame Tussauds I discussed
how wax figures operate as simulacra and
souvenirs seem to share this quality, even
gaining additional functions. Their purpo-
se differs from the hyper-realistic imitation
of wax figures, yet they similarly preserve
only the superficial image-layer of an ar-
tifact while discarding scale, materiality,
ritual function, and historical weight.
Through their accessibility, howe-
ver, souvenirs enter everyday life and allow
museum artifacts to reincarnate through
mass production. John Berger’s observa-
tion in About Looking can be extended to
souvenirs as well. Berger observed that in
the twentieth century, the widespread avai-
lability of animal toys replaced the ancient
human—animal relationship, and visits to
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the zoo became a chance when adults took
their children to “see the originals of their
reproductions,” because people barely li-
ved alongside wild animals®®. In a similar
way, when artifacts are caged inside mu-
seums because of their preciousness, sou-
venirs become the everyday equivalents
due to their easy access, ease of produc-
tion, and practically useful.

From the perspective of agency that
I have discussed in previous chapters, ar-
tifacts inside museums can only perform
partial agency because they are displaced
from their original contexts. Souvenirs,
however, are not displaced objects. Rather,
they are objects without an original
context to lose. They are created directly
for circulation, for handling, for being
taken home. Because of this, they can
constantly and fully perform within

22

John Berger, About Looking (Bloomsbury, 2009), 23.
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networks of daily use, forming complete
agency. Compared to the originals, which
may lose their material presence, fade into
a ghost-like state due to display mecha-
nisms, and suffer a loss of aura. The sym-
bolic image carried by the souvenir is more
immediate and less distant. Souvenirs can
therefore replace the relationship between
people and the original artifact, becoming
more “real” in everyday experience.
Returning to Berger’s writing on
the relationship between animal toys and
Z00s, the dynamic between souvenirs and
artifacts becomes clearer. People visit mu-
seums mainly to confirm the authenticity
and existence of the “original” that ap-
pears in online images and in the repre-
sentations carried by souvenirs. And in
theory, just like the wax figures in Madame
Tussauds, souvenirs can be endlessly re-
produced and may eventually outlive and
replace their originals, just as the simu-
lacrum of Queen Elizabeth II continues
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to “live” beyond the life of the person it
replicates.

After discussing souvenirs as one
form of the reincarnation of artifacts, here
I want to return to the vision “Making the
Museum/artifacts come alive” by former
National Palace Museum (NPM) director
Mun-lee Lin. Following this vision, the
NPM introduced a series of technolo-
gy-based interactive installations. I consi-
der these installations a second form of
reincarnation.

“Making the Museum/artifacts
come alive” can be understood as an at-
tempt to reactivate the full agency of dis-
placed artifacts in the museum context.
Ideally, this would mean that visitors no
longer rely on the traditional text-based
mediator, that is the museum label or the
curatorial “psychic”, to communicate with
the object. In response, the NPM deve-
loped multiple technological projects. For
instance digitizing artifacts into interactive

70

touchscreens, producing animations that
teach history through adventure narratives,
turning a painting into a role-playing VR
game, and creating projection-mapping
installations. All of these are intended to
erase the distance between viewer and ar-
tifact and to shift the museum from what
Andrea Witcomb calls a “pedagogy of
walking (a linear, often text-driven ap-
proach to history)” toward a more affective
“pedagogy of feeling (an emphasis on
emotional and sensory engagement)®3.”
However, from my own experience,
these installations often operate as poor
reproductions rather than as pathways to
reanimation. As second-hand mediating
devices, they do not reduce mediation but
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Andrea Witcomb, “Understanding the Role of Affect
in Producing a Critical Pedagogy for History Museums,”
Museum Management and Curatorship 28, no. 3 (2013):
255-71, https://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2013.807998.
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enhance it. Despite their immersive ap-
pearance, most of these technologies func-
tion primarily as educational tools, and
the information they deliver feels no diffe-
rent from reading a wall label, only dressed
in motion graphics. As a result, these ins-
tallations do not restore the agency of the
original artifact. Instead, the device itself
becomes the primary actor. It forms a
stronger network of interaction with the
visitor than the artifact beside it. The ori-
ginal object becomes even more distant,
functioning merely as proof of the authen-
ticity of its digital reproduction. In this
way, the museum unintentionally shifts
agency from the artifact to its simulacrum,
allowing the reproduction to “come alive.”
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Figure 5. Raising process of a copper vessel

at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie, Amsterdam.

Photograph by the author, 2025.
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Across the previous chapters I traced the
different states of life that museum arti-
facts move through. Before entering the
museum they exist as active ritual or func-
tional objects. Inside the museum they
become flattened and dematerialized be-
cause they are removed from their original
contexts. At that point they can only per-
form partial agency and often feel like
muted or ghost-like presences. Through
wax figures, souvenirs or technological re-
productions they enter another kind of
afterlife in the form of simulacra.

After returning home from these
visits I began to wonder from what posi-
tion I had been looking at all these shifting
states. Once I reconsidered my relationship
with artifacts, I realised that I was never a
neutral viewer. I was not approaching
them as a researcher or a curator or simply
as a visitor. I approached them as a crafts-
person, someone who makes things. Be-
cause of this, what I saw in the museum

78

was not only history but a sense of shared
presence, a feeling of living and thinking
together with objects. This led me to ask
myself a further question. If museum ar-
tifacts move through cycles of being alive,
falling silent, becoming ghost-like and
being reborn, could the objects I make by
hand also be understood as another kind
of reincarnation? And could craft provide
a way for objects to gain life again.
These reflections shaped how I
practiced copper raising while writing the
thesis (see Figure 5). When I hammer a
sheet of copper I am not imposing a form
onto passive material. The material res-
ponds to me and affects my decisions.
Through this exchange I begin to unders-
tand making as a kind of conversation.
British anthropologist Tim Ingold des-
cribes making not as forcing shape onto
matter but as a correspondence between
maker and material, and I feel this in my
own body®?¥. In the sound of hammering,
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the rebound of force, the dents left behind,
and the shifting temperature and weight
of the metal, I realised that I am not the
only participant in the process. Tools, ma-
terials and my body influence one another,
acting together within a shared network.
This physical engagement allows my flesh
and my organs to understand something
that the brain alone cannot understand.
It brings back sensations and emotions
from my encounters with museum arti-
facts. Craft becomes an embodied way of
returning memory and culture into ob-
jects, a form of rebirth rooted in continuity
rather than replication.

Objects made by hand differ com-
pletely from industrial products or tech-
nological replicas. They do not imitate
realistic appearances, and they are not de-
fined by being someone’s copy. They are
not interactive devices designed to simu-
late agency. Instead, they carry the cultu-
ral context of the material, the identity and

80

experience of the maker, and the traces of
time. Just like the Buddhist notion of rein-
carnation, surface memories may fade, yet
bodily memory and cultural memory
continue on. Similarly, when something I
make ends up sealed inside a cupboard
gathering dust, it feels like a wasted life.
An object becomes complete only when it
is used, activated, and enters a relationship
with someone. This helps me understand
museum artifacts in a new way. Their ab-
sence of life does not come from age but
from being cut off from the functions and
relationships that once animated them.

24
Tim Ingold, Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and

Architecture (Routledge, 2013).
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“A nation that distances itself from myth
may unknowingly forfeit the possibility
of understanding humanity, retaining only lifeless

laws and rigid moral commandments.” (2

25
Hsun Chiang, A & {it#& [The Flesh Cultivation]

(Route Culture, 2013), 137.
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Myth is not simply a story or cosmology
but the lived environment, bodily interac-
tion and relational field that once allowed
an object to act and participate in human
life. When this ground is removed through
display, vitrines or decontextualisation, an
object survives only as form rather than
presence. Museum artifacts experience
this same condition. Once distanced from
the mythic worlds that animated them,
they persist as forms without breath, which
brings me back to my title, Objects Dis-
tanced from Myth, and to the question of
how objects might come alive again
through renewed relationships.

Looking back across this thesis, I
have explored how artifacts move through
different conditions: alive within ritual
networks, muted or ghosted inside the mu-
seum, and then reproduced or reborn in
new versions. Craft offers me another way
of thinking. The aliveness of objects does
not need to depend on restoring the past.
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It can begin again in the present. When an
object enters someone’s life, creates a
connection, evokes feeling, or helps shape
experience and history, it is no longer sta-
tic. In that moment, it comes alive.
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