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A thing to be collected 

 

I. Collecting   between syllogomania and kleptomania 

Imagine a vast collection of objects gathered carefully over the greater part of the life of 

an elderly person. Imagine a gigantic heap of innumerable objects: plastic bottles, tubs, shoes, 

tubes, flasks, cloths, toys, pots and bowls, plates and saucers, boxes, bags large and small, crates 

— thousands of knick-knacks. All gathered together just in case of emergency which could 

happen when least expected, to fill some future need. They would fill a potential reservoir for an 

ever virtual need, or a real storehouse for the infinite feeling of something missing.  

It is easy to imagine how all these priceless objects would become everyday rubbish at 

the moment when the owner – who bestowed on them a value making them impossible to throw 

away – dies. At the point of the death of desire which drove them to be so diligently stored, the 

treasury becomes a rubbish dump. All the heirs of these precious objects can do is laboriously 

transfer them to the rubbish dup.  

This banal procedure of tidying up the life's output of our nearest and dearest is not, 

however, the only way of dealing with objects transformed by enigmatic desire into priceless 

goods. Song Dong decided to do something completely different with the things horded by his 

mother.  

Song Dong is exhibiting the collection of things horded by his mother for over fifty years. 

The central point of the display is the skeleton of a small wooden house — in which, 

miraculously, all these objects were kept. The things are carefully placed around the house — 



carefully segregated and grouped. The junk thus becomes a truly exceptional collection. 

The collection is presented by Song Dong in the Re-imagining Asia exhibition at the 

Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin (13.03.-18.05.2008). It is exhibited as an illustration and a 

transformation of China’s material culture. The artist’s mother started collecting the things in an 

obsessive desire to protect the family's future after experiencing the absolute poverty resulting 

from the revolution. The collection could be seen as a representative for this generation of 

Chinese  a situation when the socialist economy of insufficiencies was accompanied by the 

slogan “Wu jin qi young” (“Waste not”), encouraging people to accumulate every item that had 

been successfully produced. This conscientiousness became real syllogomania after the death of 

Song Dong’s mother’s husband. Song Dong had his mother help him to prepare the presentation 

of the collection, thanks to which she was able to free herself of the obsession which tormented 

her. The neurotic breaking of the spell is reinforced by the artistic reworking, the effect of which 

is the uncanny installation entitled Waste not (2005; Berlin is the next location where it will be 

presented).  

Sigmund Freud defines the uncanny by three related mechanisms: the coming to light of 

what ought to have remained hidden, the unintended repetition of the same thing and the 

recurrence of what has been repressed . The first of the mechanisms mentioned is displayed and 

typified in the installation itself  in the form of the skeleton of the little house in which all these 

goods were once hidden. The effect of the uncanny is caused not by merely the very objects 

which were at one time gathered in its interior. Even more uncanny is the fact that it was possible 

for them all to be kept within it.  



The second mechanism in Dong’s Waste not calls forth a considerably more acute 

sensation of the uncanny. It is difficult to avoid the impression that we have seen this before — 

although it is easy to protect ourselves from the knowledge of full consequences of this 

impression. Systematically spread out, catalogued objects bring to mind the stacks of possessions 

which can be seen in the former Nazi camp at Auschwitz until today.  The difference in 

presentation (a careful arrangement in space versus ugly piles in glass cases) should not cover 

the fact that in both cases the creation of the uncanny collections is accompanied by almost rabid 

eagerness to keep things in order and use them again. The longing for recycling commanded 

keeping of all the objects.  

The “collection” at Auschwitz confronts us directly with what is most terrifying,repressed 

and masked in all collections, namely death and its impulse. In the Auschwitz “collection” the 

real status of objects - when they are cut off from the desire they become dead things, bereft of 

the possibility for a new life - becomes clear.  In spite of the fact that they are technically usable, 

they have nevertheless become useless – transformed into a mute monument to death. All other 

collections conscientiously repress and mask this immutable, if not crucial, aspect of collecting. 

However, what is diligently repressed in collections gives rise to the permanent threat of 

its return. The best example of this might be the art collections — those most lively objects in 

our culture — and their strictly museum-like storerooms. Do they not become their uncanny 

cemeteries or at least rubbish tips, where the works slowly decay and rapidly become forgotten? 

Hauling works out of the storerooms to display them always recalls the reanimation of corpses 

which never brings them back to life completely. And yet, it is precisely the exhibiting of living 



corpses, as we can see, that is the real purpose of museums —  the best Hegelian dialectic in 

action. 

Now imagine a completely different collection. The assemblage is smaller now; it would 

not even completely fill a small Chinese house. It took considerably less time to create it, 

although the pleasure in obtaining the things must have been considerably more intense. As 

before, they are completely trite everyday objects: scissors, a remote control for a TV, a hammer, 

gloves, a hole punch, a sewer grating, an emergency exit sign. These trifling objects are collected 

through small infringements — they are stolen. The collectors do not merely feel a shiver of 

delight when obtaining their objects, they also transform them into a collection. They are as 

carefully arranged as Song Dong’s into a work of art which this time occupy little space in the 

glass case.  

Here, kleptomania has become an artistic project entitled Private Collection. Anetta 

Mona Chisa and Lucia Tkacova, anartist and acurator, give in to their obsession (authentic or 

simulated) in creating an uncanny collection of found and stolen objects. The uncanny different 

from the collections of found objects (objets trouvés) gathered by the Surrealists. Insofar as for 

the latter, what was essential was the relationship of the object and an unconscious sexual drive, 

and that the appearance of the repressed drive caused the effect of the uncanny. In the case of 

Chisa and Tkacova, the uncanny is constructed in a more complex way.  

Private Collection is also uncanny in a totally different way from Song Dong’s Waste 

not. Dong’s mother’s collecting things was the result of an obsessive fear of any shortage which 

might threaten her family — the accumulated goods were supposed to guarantee their safety. 



Syllogomania is called out by the experience of the extreme shortage of the most basic goods. 

Meanwhile, Chisa and Tkacova undergo a forced desire to possess goods belonging to someone 

else — in which it is not the value of the object being the source of pleasure, nor is it even the 

object itself. It is the infringement of the ban and the delight in the transgression is the thing they 

want to possess in appropriating the goods of others. In both cases, however, the key issue is 

pleasure and the object as well as, as we shall see, sublimation.  

Jacques Lacan states: “The Good is located at the level at which the object may have it at 

its disposition. (…) The concept of control of the good is crucial here... To have control over 

one’s goods means to have the right to deny them to others.” If from the very nature of the good, 

especially the good which belongs to the Other, it follows that we are denied access to it, and 

separated from it by a sometimes invisible, sometimes material barrier (created either by 

sanctioned commandment and law or by the power of the most various of security systems), then 

is not the stealing of worthless trivia the most radical challenge thrown down to the right deny 

the Others this good or that? Radical, because in a sense disinterested, or certainly not driven by 

the desire to enrich oneself.  

Here, the infringement of the ban is the source of pleasure. But simultaneously, owing to 

the fact of the fact that desire (as a condition for delight) is closely connected to the only instance 

of the ban, i.e. the law, the ban must be again reinforced. Its return is almost immediate  it 

seems that the right to deny other goods is impossible to break forever. In Private Collection the 

reconstitution of this law creates the effect of the uncanny. In displaying it, the authors are 

demanding we respect their right of ownership. The trivial objects become a good worth more 



than gold once they have been transformed into a work of art. The glass case and the gallery 

wardens protect them not merely from attempts to appropriate them by some visiting 

kleptomania, but even from the considerably lesser, and equally ruthlessly enforced in galleries 

and museums, pleasure which is touching or even just grazing the exhibited object.  

The desire which motivates the activities of collectors is linked straight to the pleasure 

principle. Lacan writes: “In the case of the pleasure principle, that which is presented to the 

object as a substance is its good.” Here we reach the key question which determines both the 

individual and the collective or social meaning of collecting. The pleasure principle has a very 

ambivalent status for Freud   on the one hand he establishes it as the basic mechanism steering 

human actions, while on the other it is the goal for which the principle works is the achievement 

of a state in which all tension (perceived as unpleasant), is relieved   the goal is therefore total 

equilibrium. The problem is that such a state is really only possible with inanimate things   the 

pleasure principle, according to Freud’s discovery, leads to the death drive. Having ascertained 

this, Freud also discovers that there is yet another type of pleasure, or a strictly other mechanism 

leading to pleasure. This is repetition, which seems to emanate from a life drive or 

self-preservation drive which opposes the death drive. The functioning of animate matter is 

based on repetition, and therefore culture, it might be said by radicalising Freudian intuitions, is 

based on enforced repetition. Repetition is the basic mode of action in the reality principle 

reigning in culture. Replacing the pleasure principle with the reality principle defines the 

movement from nature to culture.  

The psychoanalytic tradition teats both principles as opposites, while Freud saw the 



reality principle as merely a transformation of the pleasure principle. For this reason, his 

argumentation led in the direction of the subjection of an “obsession with repetition” to the 

pleasure principle. And therefore, in spite of the fact that repetition symbolises the life drive it 

nevertheless becomes another, longer path to the achievement of a state of equilibrium, to the 

abolition of arousal. This would equal the claim that the life drive only pushes us towards the 

postponement of that which we are really working towards, and therefore death, which as the 

complete abolition of arousal is the final and  impassable pleasure. It might be said that the 

dialectic between the pleasure principle and reality, the death drive and the life drive, 

annihilation and repetition defines the dynamic of our culture. 

In this context, this specific intrusion, with its obsessive-compulsive repeatability, of 

collecting seems to create the promise of overcoming this opposition, or rather its sublation, to 

use the translation offered for the Hegelian concept of Aufhebung. Particularly the collection of 

works of art, objects with a socially recognised value, seems to create a specific aggrandisement 

of this completely trivial compulsion. The final stage of this sublation is the museum collection  

which bears the opposition between death and life: by putting to death they bring eternal life (or 

at least by mummifying they create the promise of being eternally saved). This sublation would 

clearly be linked with what psychoanalysis calls sublimation. And sublimation, according to 

Lacan, " raises the object[…] to the dignity of the Thing.” 

It might be posited that syllogomania and kleptomania define two poles of a spectrum 

between which all collecting may be positioned. They both define a certain extreme type of 

obsession/compulsion which forces repetitious action. If “the psychology of collecting leads, as 



Lacan claims, to the thing  “the thing, which is not, of course, the Thing”, then possibly the 

psychopathologies of collecting may lead to this last, and the artistic reworking of collecting in 

the Flowers of my Life exhibition may lead even further  to  res publica. 

 

II. The Thing and public things  

The exhibition Flowers of my Life, gathering works which are the artists’ collections or 

reworked collections pulled together by others, confront the issue of the thing. In reality, what 

occurs is another sublation, another turn of the dialectical wheel – the thing, and even the Thing, 

becomes transformed into public things. It is important insofar as the things included in the 

exhibition gain that status no longer on the road to sublimation, but rather to some radical form 

of de-sublimation  no longer by changing the object of the drives (replacing the sexual object 

with some kind of physical substitute), but through reification of the drives themselves. 

The Thing is one of the key terms in Lacan’s seventh seminar on the ethics of 

psychoanalysis. The psychoanalyst will find in one or two places in Freud das Ding, different 

from the idea of thing or object (Objekt). Lacan gives himself over to lengthy pondering on the 

word, which is unique to the point that it does not really belong to the typical terminology of 

psychoanalysis, in contrast to the absolutely fundamental term which is object (i.e. the person or 

thing with which desire is linked or which is the goals of drives).  

Lacan is unable to this issue of the thing along, because: “That which may be found in 

das Ding is the true secret. While the principle of reality has a secret which […] is paradoxical.” 

The Thing is thus related to the reality principle through their joint instantiation of the secret. 



Lacan characterises both principles with a pair of terms  the object of the pleasure principle is 

that which is unconscious, and that of the reality principle is that is known (words), through the 

respective processes of: thought and perception, although with reference to the object in the 

pleasure principle there is its good, and in the reality principle there is a question mark. In risking 

the thesis that das Ding is that which on the level of reality corresponds to good in the pleasure 

principle, we are fundamentally retaining the question mark while merely giving it a name. The 

Thing is a trademark of the secret of the object at the level of the reality principle. Let us risk a 

hasty and provisional answer to the question around which Lacan’s thought drew ever tighter 

circles. In circling,  Lacan moves closer to, as it seems, something which is nothing more than 

purely form. It is a form surrounding emptiness. If, as we recall: “concerning the pleasure 

principle, that which presents itself to the object as a substance is its good” then the Thing 

provides the form into which the substance may be poured and in which it may reach the area 

regulated by the reality principle.  

One of the examples of how this might happen comes from the “psychology of 

collecting”. This is the tale of one of Lacan’s friends, who suddenly, in an unexplained way, 

appeared before the psychoanalysist's eyes during a seminar: “It was the sort of collection which 

you could allow yourself at any time; which was perhaps the only type of collection possible 

[then, i.e. during Petain's governmentsnote J.L.]. They were comprised exclusively of 

matchboxes, which looked as follows: all were the same, and were arranged in an extremely neat 

way; they lay so close together that the small drawers were slightly transposed. As a result, the 

boxes formed a continuous belt, which ran along the chimney shelf, to the ceiling, and ran down 



next to the door. I will not say that it stretched to infinity, but it was extremely satisfying from a 

decorative point of view. […] I think that the shock of the new inculcated by this collection of 

empty matchboxes  and this is the key point  was provoked by the fact that something was 

uncovered to which we perhaps do not pay enough attention. […] The collection was completely 

worthless, expanding, unnecessary and quasi-absurd  through which it indicated its 

substantiality, gaining the form of a matchbox. And so the collector discovered his motif in this 

form of detection concerning not so much a matchbox as a Thing which expressed itself as a 

matchbox." 

For psychoanalysis the motive discovered by the collector    its good, which substance 

takes the form of the things making up the collection, would be the key. Undoubtedly, what must 

be fascinating is the motive that provokes the collector Stefan Neumann, the subject of Kutlug 

Ataman’s work Stefan’s Room. Similarly,the motivation of Pieyre de Mandiargues, whose 

collected  fascinated so much Walerian Borowczyk, the expression of which is the film 

Exceptional Collection. Another example are men gathering stones in Lilly Khoor’s work. 

Ffinally, the motive which provokes such serious collectors as the Sosenko family to create the 

collections used in the work of Robert Kuśmirowski. The question of a motive, the key for 

psychoanalysis, is in reality a question about the subjective libidinal configuration of the 

collector and his individual good.  

The function of the Thing is not limited exclusively to giving form to the subjective good, 

the Thing also creates the form into which the substance of the cultural good or collective good 

may be moulded. Lacan nears this question linking the Thing with sublimation  the effect of 



whose actions, as Freud had already stressed,  “are always ethically, culturally and socially 

valued highly.” And if, as we recall, sublimation “raises the object […] to the dignity of the 

Thing”, the Thing itself should be sought which evokes this value for the sublimated objects. The 

way in which this occurs remains, in accordance with the nature of the Thing after all, a secret. 

Lacan  admits to helplessness commenting on the story of the matchbox with the sentence: “And 

so this small tale about the appearance of the Thing outside the object shows you one of the most 

innocent forms of sublimation. Perhaps you are able to see something which appears in this 

something which, God alone knows why, society is able to find satisfaction.” 

The answer to the Thing’s ability to create collective satisfaction may be found elsewhere 

 in (Bruno Latour’s) considerations, for which the key is the German word das Ding, following 

not so much from Freud as from Martin Heidegger, recalled and commented upon several times 

by Lacan.  

Latour’s key example is also a kind of collection. The bizarre technological debris creates 

its own, this time investigative, form of installation. The pieces collected are carefully identified 

and located within the sphere of a great design. This design is a natural-sized projection of the 

profile of the space shuttle Columbia, while the painstakingly gathered elements are the remains 

that were recovered after this flying object's catastrophe. The technological debris, an uncanny 

collection of bits, become a key example of  the  transformation of an object into the Thing. 

Inasmuch as the object is a thing which maintains a mystical unity guaranteeing it uninterrupted 

and efficient functioning, the Thing would appear as a concentration of elements. The fact that 

this collection is so uncanny would result, in accordance with the mechanics of the uncanny, 



from the fact that have come into the light are that which should remain hidden or unseen in the 

object. The Columbia catastrophe, therefore, would show how incredibly complicated that flying 

thing, as it might seem, is. Latour states: “What exploded [in the Columbia catastrophe - J.L.] 

was our ability to understand what things are when they become the Ding” He is particularly 

taken, however, with the political dimension which Heidegger uncovered in the word Ding, 

deriving from the word Thing: “The Old High German Thing means gathering together, and 

more precisely gathering together with the aim of considering and judging a particular matter, a 

point of contention. Therefore the old German words Thing and Dinc began to mean case; they 

name everything which concerns humanity in any way, which it cares about and, aptly, which is 

being discussed.”  Thing therefore means gathering together, but undercut with argument and 

disagreement. This collection is not a manifestation of unity, but contrastingly is provoked by 

division and difference of opinion. In things, the difference or even the differentiation do not 

undergo unification or invincible or forced unity, the thing is rather a collection of  differences 

and distinctions, the situation wherein they meet and articulate freely; the thing is therefore 

complex and multifarious. The Thing, a disputed matter, provoked gatherings which took place 

in Teutonic forests (“as every reader of Heidegger knows, or what is also witnessed by every 

glance in an English dictionary at the word 'Thing', the old word ‘Thing’ or ‘Ding’ originally 

meant a certain type of archaic gathering.” ). Heidegger himself, in expanding on his earlier 

comments, emphasises that the Thing was not a name for some or other institution, but for the 

matter which was causing general concern and which required common consideration. “The 

Romans called it res; in Greek it is eiro (rhetos, rhetra, rhema), to speak about something, to 



deal with it; res publica does not mean the state, but that which concerns the entire nation, it 

‘takes’ everyone and that is why it is discussed publicly.” The argument and the discussion does 

not become subsumed in some imagined unity of the State, or organic whole of some body of the 

Nation, which name would be the Republic, but rather a community that constitutes itself 

through general consideration, through a general gathering together around public things — 

these gatherings without subsumption and the annihilation of differences create that which is 

public. It is precisely thanks to the gatherings that things become public. 

Latour develops these concepts in the introduction to Making Things Public: 

Atmospheres of Democracy, which is itself the clearest example of Latouresque Things – it is a 

collection of texts, presenting a variety of often conflicting opinions, historical analyses, 

quotations from the classics of politics, writing of artistic or investigative experiments, or general 

illustrations documenting almost the entire spectrum of thingness. This book, published by the 

Zentrum für Kunst und Medientechnologie in Karlsruhe was accompanied by an exhibition 

which took place there in 2005, being a grand gathering of artefacts, objects, machines, 

installations, information, and therefore things (matters), which found their form within them, 

becoming, in Latour's terms, "a parliament of things".   

Does not the exhibition Flowers of My Life  in spite of the fact that its most important 

part concentrates on the objective motives of collecting, on the individual obsessive-compulsive 

behaviour  raise this behaviour to level of the thing  public things? Not so much by the 

sublimation, however, as by the de-sublimation of the reworking  which not only makes the 

collection itself of more or less uncanny things a thing of public debate, but also, which is 



perhaps more important, makes the public thing also collections of contemporary art  as a 

particular variant of the collective obsessive-compulsive behaviour. Being a specific parliament 

of public things simultaneously provokes the question (purely Lacanesque as opposed to 

Latouresque?), what kind of good and whose good is given form by the thing called art? What 

objects attain, thanks to art, the level of things to be collected? 
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