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ARCHIVES, COLLECTIONS, ATLASES

I’m interested in thinking around archives, atlases and collections as systems to 
organise knowledge. The way in which the materials are organised provide us clues 
about their logics and interests behind them.


This might be helpful to think abut the potentialities of the archives and the 
absences in them. In this sense the archive can be understood as a space to re-
think history.
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ARCHIVE - WORKING DEFINITION
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ALLAN SEKULA - THE BODY AND THE ARCHIVE, (1986)


Allan Sekula in 'The Body and the Archive’ (1986) 
argues that projects such as Alphonse Bertillon’s 
police archive of the nineteenth century are at the 
intersection of a number of discourses from different 
disciplines that range across statistics, physiognomy, 
photography and social legal practices of the time. 
Therefore, he examines the conditions of production 
of these archives to explain how they produce a 
specific system of knowledge with its own rules.


This process described by Sekula allows us to see 
how the instrumental use of photography is 
constructed. Thus Sekula exposes the archive as an 
image of control and the violence inflicted to those 
bodies through a classification system.
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WAYS OF THINKING AROUND THE ARCHIVE 

MAIN FOCUS: POETICS AND POTENTIALITIES OF ARCHIVAL MATERIALS (using 
elements from practice and theory).
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WAYS OF THINKING AROUND THE ARCHIVE 

KEYWORDS:


-Rag-picker as a DIY methodology.


-Archival material as a tool to re-think the meaning of identity, history, memory and 
loss.


-Imagination - to expand on what is ‘possible’.


-Our responsibility in constructing histories of the future.
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WAYS OF THINKING AROUND THE ARCHIVE-AIMS

-Explore collectively how images construct knowledge in archival systems.


-The focus on elements that get lost within ‘official’ narratives.


-To weave alternative narratives and through that gesture to counteract the ‘violence 
of accumulation’.


-The roles of archives and ‘found’ materials in shaping alternative futures.
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VICTORIA & ALBERT MUSEUM

Victoria and Albert Museum, view of cases in South Court, ca. 1905.
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COLLECTIONS 

Victoria & Albert’s museum holds a collection of objects that represent people from 
wealthy backgrounds that had material possessions.

What happens when people do not have possession or material things?

Where are their archives?

How can we tell their stories?




RESISTANCE TO ANY REDUCTIVE 
SYSTEM


The context is to work in favour of processes and not positions, of multiple forms of becoming.


How do we do that?


Barthes, R. ([1981] 2000) Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. London: Vintage Books, p.8.



MEDIATIONS


To ‘mediate’ reality we need to collect and register information.


So before anything else there is this ‘gesture’ of collecting that 
information to then transform it into a photograph, sculpture, drawing 
and so on.


I call that ‘gesture’ a ‘gathering’.


WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO GATHER?

HOW ARE WE COLLECTING, REGISTERING, MEDIATING AND 
TRANSMITTING THAT INFORMATION?


Paintings, drawings, sculptures, photography and the camera are all 
means to gather visual information.
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MEDIATION AND ARCHIVES

We can think about the different artistic practices as means of mediating reality and in 
this sense our artistic practices are ways of position ourselves in relation to our 
experiences and the world.


Materials belonging to archives they are not ‘neutral’, or ‘natural’, rather they depend 
on a series of conventions.
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GATHERING - DEFINITION

What do we mean by gathering? 


Following the dictionary definition, gather means: 

1 to assemble or cause to assemble;

2 to collect or be collected gradually; muster’.


Sinclair, J.M. (ed.), (2000) Collins English Dictionary. Glasgow: HarperCollins.
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GATHERING - DEFINITION

A more detailed explanation of the verb ‘to gather’ is to take up and pick up from 
the ground, to bring together and place together, collecting. But not collecting 
in the sense of an endless accumulation, but collecting that which you want to 
preserve.


So gathering is picking something up with the intention of preserving it.

Do you see the connection between gathering and painting, photography?

In that sense you photograph, paint, or draw that which you consider is worth 
preserving.


AS A RESULT GATHERING AND PRESERVATION ARE JOINED TOGETHER.
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GATHERING - DEFINITION

Agnes Varda, Las espigadoras y yo, (2000). François Milet, Las espigadoras, (1857).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pG-HaNdFFVQ


16Eugène Atget, Chiffonier (Ragpicker), (1899-1901).

EUGÈNE ATGET - CHIFFONIER (RAGPICKER)
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RAGPICKER - WHO, WHAT?

The rag-picker is a profession that dates from the end of the Middle Ages. James 
Cannon in Paris Zone: A Cultural History, 1840-1944 (2016) states that: ‘The term 
chiffonier entered the official lexicon in 1640 but rag-picking as a trade came into 
its own during the first half of the nineteenth century’. Therefore this occupation 
reached its peak by the mid nineteenth century.


At this early stage of the modernisation of Paris there were fifteen thousand rag-
pickers or chiffonniers in the city. They survived by gathering and collecting

leftovers and selling them to small-scale junk dealers for a small profit. Rag-
pickers served two functions: ‘helping to clear the city of its waste while providing 
recyclable materials to heavy industry’.They collected a variety of items including 
waste paper, metal, glass, cork, animal bones and skins, among others. However 
as their name indicates they amassed mostly rags (chiffons), which were needed 
for the production of paper. It was the proliferation of printing that made the rag-
picker’s future, since the paper industry required large amounts of cloth and rags, 
which they provided.
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RAGPICKER - METHODOLOGY

Charles Baudelaire’s metaphor of the artist as rag-picker. Especially in his writing 
on Wine and Hashish (1851), as well as in his poem 'The Ragpickers’ Wine' from 
the Flowers of Evil (1857), and by extension with Walter Benjamin’s use of this 
figure in The Arcades Project (1988).
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RAGPICKER - MYTH

The understanding of the myth surrounding rag-pickers

plays a significant role when it comes to fully grasp the implications of using the

construction of the rag-picker as a metaphor within literature and art.


-Fascination with the ‘marginal’ - Romantic movement - removal of the social-
economic context


-Search methodology



MOTIVATION

Estéfani Bouza, ∞ (2017-present), detail.

Estéfani Bouza / ∞ / 2017- present /

To reflect on the loss of my birthplace by going against the 
main narrative and give voice to a community of people who 
were silenced.



PROCESS
• The realisation that to comprehend the objects                 

I needed to expand the project by looking into the 
broader socio-economic context of the mine.


• The problem of accumulation of material, and what 
strategy I could use to organise as well as making 
sense of both images and documents.

Estéfani Bouza / ∞ / 2017- present /



METHODOLOGY

Aby Warburg, Bilderatlas Mnemosyne – The Original ([1924-1929], 2020). Installation view, Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, 2020.

Piecing things through montage and the atlas 
as a visual tool.

Estéfani Bouza, ∞ (2017-present), installation view.

Estéfani Bouza / ∞ / 2017- present /
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ATLAS. HOW TO CARRY THE WORLD ON ONE’S BACK?

GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN


Georges Didi-Huberman’s understanding of the atlas is as a tool that serves to 
organise visual knowledge. Didi-Huberman argues that the atlas has an

‘intrinsic capacity for montage’ which has ‘the potential of producing transversal

knowledge’. Therefore, I will use Warburg’s and Richter’s projects to investigate how

they construct different mnemonic systems by using the atlas as a visual tool to 
recombine and create juxtapositions of images to produce new connections between 
their elements.
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ATLAS. HOW TO CARRY THE WORLD ON ONE’S BACK?

GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN


The atlas is a way of structuring and creating relationships among images. Following 
the dictionary definition, an ‘atlas’ is: ‘1 a collection of maps, usually in book form; 2 a 
book of charts, graphs, etc, illustrating aspects of a subject’. The term ‘atlas’ was first 
used around the end of the sixteenth century to refer to a collection of maps, printed in 
a set order in book format. The name comes from Gerhard Mercator’s map collections 
in 1585. On the front page of which there was a picture of the mythological figure Atlas 
carrying a globe on his shoulders.
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ATLAS. HOW TO CARRY THE WORLD ON ONE’S BACK?

GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN


In the nineteenth century, the term was also employed, particularly in Germany to refer

to any tabular display of systematised knowledge, becoming almost a scientific genre. 
It was possible to encounter atlases in the fields of astronomy, anatomy, ethnography,

archaeology and so on. In the twentieth and twenty first century, the term has been

used in a metaphorical sense. For instance, in the visual arts, Georges Didi-Huberman, 
in the exhibition Atlas, How to Carry the World on One's Back (2010) takes Aby 
Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas (1924-1929) as its point of departure.
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ATLAS. HOW TO CARRY THE WORLD ON ONE’S BACK?

GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN


Didi-Huberman defines the atlas as a:


Visual form of knowledge, knowledgeable form of seeing, the atlas disrupts all

these frames of intelligibility. It introduces a fundamental impurity – but also an

exuberance, a remarkable fecundity – that these models had been conceived to

avert. Against any aesthetic purity, it introduces the multiple, the diverse, the

hybridity of any montage.
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ATLAS. HOW TO CARRY THE WORLD ON ONE’S BACK?

GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN


The atlas comprises a heterogeneity of images organised in a systematic way. 
However, what is more important is that the atlas is a tool to temporarily arrange visual 
materials and using the montage has the potential of composing and re-composing its 
contents in different ways. Through the artists’ practices we will see how the atlas is a 
hybrid construction that offers the possibility of mixing both the bureaucratic character 
of the archive and the subjective element of the collection.
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ATLAS. HOW TO CARRY THE WORLD ON ONE’S BACK?

GEORGES DIDI-HUBERMAN


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WwVMni3b2Zo
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https://www.museoreinasofia.es/sites/default/files/exposiciones/folletos/brochure_atlas_en.pdf
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ABY WARBURG


Aby Warburg, Panels from Rembrandt’s exhibition as displayed in Aby Warburg’s library, (1926).
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ABY WARBURG - MNEMOSYNE ATLAS


Aby Warburg, Mnemosyne Atlas (1924-1929), panel 7. Aby Warburg, Mnemosyne Atlas (1924-1929), panel 41a.
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GERHARD RICHTER - ATLAS


Gerhard Richter, Atlas (1962-ongoing), panel 1 (1962).
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GERHARD RICHTER - ATLAS


Gerhard Richter, Atlas (1962-ongoing), panel 9 (1962).
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GERHARD RICHTER - ATLAS


Gerhard Richter, Atlas (1962-ongoing), panel 9 (1962).
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LIÑA DE TENSIÓN
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Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan/ Evidence, (1977).

Evidence, (1977).

mailto:https://vimeo.com/210598660
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Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan/ Evidence, (1977).

Evidence, (1977).
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EXAMPLES
Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan/ Evidence, (1977).

Evidence, (1977).



55

Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan/ Evidence, (1977).

Evidence, (1977).



Allan Sekula in his essay On the Invention of Photographic Meaning explains that 
a photograph is a space of multiple truths. Sekula argues:


[…] the photograph is an ‘incomplete’ utterance, a message that depends on 
some external matrix of conditions and presuppositions for its readability. That 
is, the meaning of any photographic message is necessarily context-
determined.


(Sekula, 1975, p. 4)


The main point with this is that images are ‘ambiguous’ objects and their reading 
is clearly dependant on context. In this sense, photographs are constantly open to 
interpretation and ‘their meaning are up for grabs’.


1 Sekula, A. (1975), 'On the Invention of Photographic Meaning', in Sekula, A. ([1984] 2006) Photography Against the 
Grain. Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983. London: Mack.



Based on this we can say that photographs accrue different meanings depending 
on the context in which they are seen. In that sense images can be used for 
different means, for instance within a documentary or artistic discourse/practice. 
As a result, the reading of the image and its understanding are completely 
different in each of these contexts. Rather than thinking about the singularity of a 
photographic representation or the singular fine art photograph. What I am 
interested in exploring is the multiplicity of the photographic image, its journeys 
and malleability to change meaning according to context.
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James White/ Evidence, (2022).

Evidence, (2022).

https://mackbooks.co.uk/products/evidence-br-james-white
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Michael Schmidt/ Photographies, (2020).
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Michael Schmidt/ Photographies, (2020).



Based on this we can say that photographs accrue different meanings depending 
on the context in which they are seen. In that sense images can be used for 
different means, for instance within a documentary or artistic discourse/practice. 
As a result, the reading of the image and its understanding are completely 
different in each of these contexts. Rather than thinking about the singularity of a 
photographic representation or the singular fine art photograph. What I am 
interested in exploring is the multiplicity of the photographic image, its journeys 
and malleability to change meaning according to context.
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THANK YOU
LIÑA DE TENSIÓN
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THANK YOU
VISITING RESEARCHER - 2025


https://www.archivoplatform.com/


101

THANK YOU


