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OBJECTS AS TEMPORAL ENTITIES: THE

One of the key points of tension in building a more sustainable
institution is that between the duty of care museums have towards
artworks, artefacts, and belongings in their collections, and
the energy and materials required to preserve those collections.
Building on the work of groups such as Ki Culture, Gallery Climate
Coalition, and STiCH to encourage more passive environmental
controls and the use of sustainable, non-toxic materials in museum
storage, this project understands art objects (in the words of
curator and historian Marina Valle Noronha), as “temporal entities”
that will inevitably degrade and decay over time.

Objects as Temporal Entities comprises a series of documents,
quides, art objects, and a solar-powered archive designed to
investigate, trouble, and provide gquidance on the storage and
breakdown of materials in collection. A set of acquisitions contract
riders, an acquisitions protocol, and a flowchart are designed
to help artists, museums, and collectors open discussions on
low- and no-intervention conservation of artworks. The riders are
supported by The Fiction of Permanence, this series of materials
guides, each a short handbook dedicated to a single material
and artwork case study, designed to illustrate what happens
as different substances degrade over time. Potatotemporal, an
artwork, provides a collection of potato-like objects in various
media, some artificially aged and others degrading naturally, to
visually demonstrate the impact of time, temperature, and humidity
on different materials. Archivetemporal, a solar-powered archive
and website, gathers the strands of the project, documenting our
research and outcomes.

The components of the project are held together by the object of
the potato. A humble vegetable which clones itself and rots in
a spectacularly odorous manner, the potato has been used both
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visually and metaphorically throughout the
project to explore time, materials, and human/
more-than-human interaction. Developed by the
Centre for Sustainable Curating with members of
the Synthetic Collective at LUMA Arles as a part
of the Sustainable Institution (TSI) residency,
Objects as Temporal Entities is intended to be
both wuseful and thought-provoking. Grounded
in deep research and creative engagement, the
project aims to help artists and collectors
factor in the long and short lives and afterlives
of artworks and objects through the 1lens of
health and climate impacts.
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...all conservation is a form of self-comforting
and self-deception, since all matter is destined
to turn into dust.”

Joseph Beuys?

Bioregional Textile Production: Diverting llasted
Mool

The production, use, and disposal of textiles
is a ubiquitous part of global 1life, with a
wide range of material compositions (natural,
synthetic, and composite) and functions or
applications. Fortunately, there is a growing
awareness of how unsustainable our accelerated
cycle of consumption truly is, particularly
in the garment industry. Over-consumption is
made visible through images of mountains of
fast fashion exported from the West and dumped
across far flung locations in the Global South.
Yet, while so many textiles are treated as
disposable, the spectrum for how we understand
the value of these materials is evidenced in the
extraordinary conservation efforts of historic
and contemporary museums and galleries to care
for fibre-based artworks and artefacts deemed to
be of cultural significance.

Working with textiles has deep roots in human
history, and the number of contemporary artists
working with fibres continues to grow. While
members of the Centre for Sustainable Curating
and Synthetic Collective were in residence
at Atelier LUMA in 2024 for the Sustainable
Institution Residency, we were curious to learn
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how their bioregional design methodology applied
to fibres. OQur conversation with Industrial
Designer and Material-Researcher Carolin
Schelkle focused on wool, revealing a lesser
known source of pre-consumer waste in the world
of fibres. Of the approximate annual 1.1 million
tons of wool produced globally, a significant
quantity is wasted, largely as a ‘byproduct’® from
hide tanning and meat processing industries.?
This fact complicates assumptions that wool and
other renewable natural fibres are inherently
sustainable and are not associated with negative
environmental impacts in the same way that
synthetics are.

Raw wool can hold significant amounts of surface
impurities in the form of wax, grease, suint
(from dried perspiration), inorganic mineral
dirt, and vegetal matter, thus requiring thorough
scouring, cleaning and processing for use in the
textile industry. This can be a costly endeavour,
requiring access to dedicated facilities, and
often relying on toxic treatments necessary for
optimal dye uptake and polymer adhesion for
woven goods. Paired with the rise of cheap-to-
produce synthetic fibres from the mid-twentieth
century, wool has become a marginal fibre — with
the notable exception of merino wool which has
become a dominant export from Australia, New
Zealand, and South Africa. Yet, there are more
than 1,000 breeds of sheep around the world,
all producing unique fibres with the same core
physical and chemical properties.?®

Figure 1. Robotic needle felting machine at the
LUMA Atelier with a test swatch of partially felted wool,
March 18, 2024, photo credit Katie Lawson.
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LUMA Atelier is exploring avenues for diverting the entry of raw
wool into waste streams, diversifying applications for the use
of local fibres, and avoiding conventional chemical treatments
with the subsequent release of contaminating effluent. How can
this underrated, underused, and undervalued renewable resource be
brought back into the fold as a viable option for fibre production
through new sustainable processing techniques? Since 2022, the
Atelier has pursued research in the original non-woven textile
- wool felt, a material with prehistoric origins and processing
techniques that are simple in essence. With the application of
heat and pressure, wool fibres will mat together, interlocking
on a microscopic scale.* Numerous steps in conventional woven
fibore processing are made redundant as the resulting textile is
produced directly from the fibres themselves, rather than requiring
the processing of yarn. Taken a step further, LUMA has developed
prototypes for robotic needle felting, achieving further efficiency
and lower energy consumption.

Concurrently, the Atelier is experimenting with the aforementioned
techniques of applying heat and pressure taken to the nth degree
— the thermocompression of wool into a hard bioplastic, an
adaptable enough process to take the shape of any given mould (2-
or 3-dimensional). The wool bioplastic is an odd cousin of animal
bone with its base of keratin, but it’s important to note that
although this presents a plastic alternative that is biodegradable
and responsibly sourced, it still consumes an amount of energy
that prevents it from being a sustainable replacement for fossil
fuel-based plastics. But for the purposes of this case study, it
is felt as material that serves as an entry point to the ways in
which artists have and continue to work with textiles. Although by
no means a new material, felt continues to complicate conservation
efforts in museum collections with its vulnerability to degradation
by insect infestation — a phenomenon that continues to shift with

Figure 2. Early test swatches from Atelier LUMA of
the use of thermocompression on wool felt, March 26,
2024, photo credit Katie Lawson.




the conditions of climate change and the negative impacts of toxic
fumigation treatments.

lirapped in Felt: Joseph Beuys

German artist Joseph Beuys’® self-mythologization is irrevocably
bound with felt as a part of a well-worn origin story about his
experience as a Luftwaffe pilot in 21943. When his aircraft was
shot down in frozen Crimea, he claimed to have been saved by Tatars
who wrapped him in insulating layers of felt and fat. Although
subsequently disproved,® the narrative would support his material
vocabulary for decades to follow. At times felt is part of a
composite of materials in his work, while at others it stands alone
across a wide range of scales ranging from Filzpostkarte (1985),
an open edition of felt postcards, to the immersive Block Beuys
(1949-1972) at the Hessen State Museum in Darmstadt, containing
over 300 works, many of which were made from fibres. Block Beuys
included not only felt but also large swaths of jute which covered
the walls and carpeted floors. By 2006, it had fallen into a
state of disrepair, leading to the development of a contentious
restoration plan which included the removal of all floor and wall
coverings.® The restoration plan became the subject of a two-day
hearing in May 2008, which assembled 150 experts to debate whether
these material elements were constitutive of Block Beuys as a
Gesamtkunstwerk or total work of art.

This is not the only case related to the challenges of caring for
Beuys’ work, felt or otherwise. This is in part due to the materials
themselves - he worked extensively with volatile combinations of
margarine, cardboard, beeswax, gauze, and corrosive metals - but
also to the slipperiness of the artist’s position in relation to
questions of authorship and intervention as his philosophies often
contradict one another. As Rachel Barker and Alison Brocker have

Figure 3. Aphotograph of Joseph Beuys’ open
edition Filzpostkarte, 1985, held by hand for scale,
August 16, 2024, photo credit Katie Lawson.
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noted, the artist declared that “all conservation is a form of
self-comforting and self-deception, since all matter is destined
to turn into dust,” and yet Beuys himself cooperated in several
restoration efforts.” The sensitive and responsive conservation
process has only been further complicated since his death in
1986, with the desires of his estate in dialogue with those of
conservators, curators, and historians.

Barker and Brocker’s account of Beuys focuses on a particular
work in London’s Tate Gallery, Felt Suit (1970), a multiple of
100 suits made from felted animal fibres. Interventive treatment
to repair the trouser waistband was facilitated by the artist’s
studio in 1983, a mere two years after it entered the collection.
Then in 1989, staff at Tate discovered that the work had been
almost entirely devoured by Tineola bisselliella, the webbing
clothes moth. With it no longer being an option to contact Beuys
directly since his passing, the institution was forced into a
position of reckoning. After consulting external conservators and
other collections holding the artist’s felt work, it was decided to
treat the suit with methyl bromide gas, moth detritus was removed,
and it was returned to storage with Vapona strips - a once readily
available insecticide strip containing Dichlorvos, a chemical now
banned in Canada and Europe as a known carcinogen.® This was done
with the hope that “textile conservators might eventually discover
a suitable consolidant for such a severely deteriorated fabric.”®

lNhere It All Falls Apart: Pesticide Problematics

Given its art historical significance, even if Felt Suit was beyond
restoration, it could not easily be discarded, destroyed, or
pronounced dead. Eventually, the work was deaccessioned from the
display collection and rendered ‘dormant,’ becoming an object
that was split from its provenance and its status as ‘art’ while
remaining in the Tate’s care as archival material. To date,
museum collections have been actively hostile environments for
insects and rodents, and interventions have included intensive

pesticide use. Historical and current treatments
continue to have ripple-effects, including but
not limited to creating toxic environments for
both humans and more-than-humans, in addition
to dimpacting the wuse, display, and return/
repatriation of documents, artefacts, artworks,
and belongings. Because of the significance (as
culture and commodity) of museum collections,
a wholesale reversal of approach is unlikely.
That being said, attitudes towards the use
of toxic pesticides continue to shift, and
ever more granular aspects of museum work and
collections management are subject to scrutiny.
The aforementioned methyl bromide, along with
other pesticides like arsenic, mercury chloride,
and DDT were commonly used both in institutions
and private collections despite what is now
known about their ozone depleting qualities and
their harmful impacts on human and more-than-
human well-being. Toxic residues are not always
documented in the provenance of artworks, putting
staff involved 1in restoration, conservation,
research, and curatorial activities at risk of
exposure, most often without their knowledge.?®

At the very least, might we embrace strategies
of intervention or mitigation that do not rely
on toxic chemicals that are harmful for both
human and more-than-human 1life? The treatment
of textiles with cold temperatures is proven as
a natural moth deterrent., and lavender (both
flower and o0il) has been used to great success in
domestic applications due to several terpenes
found in the plant. Interestingly, there is
anecdotal evidence from conservators that in
cases where Beuys treated felt with a clay slurry
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Figure 4. Jana Sterbak, Absorption: Work in
Progress, 1995. Colour photograph, 71.3” x 48.0".
Courtesy Barbara Gross Galerie Jana Sterbak

and the collections of the AGO, Toronto and
Kunstmuseen, Krefeld Germany.

(as in Das Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts [1984])
the fibres were spared infestation compared to
untreated zones of the same work. It should be
noted, however, that in this case the clay was a
constituent element of the artist’s work rather
than an explicit conservation strateqy.?!®

As a part of an overarching project to create
more sustainable museums comes a more radical
proposition: can we imagine a shift in
perspective whereby cases of human and more-
than-human interaction in museum collections
can be understood as co-creation rather than
annihilation? This only seems fitting, given the
appeal of unstable materials to Joseph Beuys
and his philosophy of art as perpetual process,
subject to entropic forces.

Synanthropy: Moths as Co-Creators

Contemporary artist Jana Sterbak provided a vital
spark for wunderstanding insect interlopers as
co-creators through her embrace of degradation
in Beuys’ work. Sterbak is an artist perhaps
best known for her work that embraces both
garment as form and difficult materials with her
iconic work Vanitas: Flesh Dress for an Albino
Anorectic (1987), a dress made entirely from
slabs of raw meat sewn together (see Materials
Guide 1: Potato for more on the use of food in
art). In an account from the Walker Art Center,
which holds a version of this work in their
permanent collection, each time this work is
presented, it is made from 60 pounds of raw
meat cured for several hours with 60 pounds of
salt to prevent bacterial growth.'® A different
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Figure 5. Tineola Bisselliella from Clemson

University - USDA Cooperative Extension Slide
Series, Bugwood.org, 2010, Creative Commons
Attribution 3.0 US. Image has been re-coloured.




ratio of salt was described by Richard Gagnier at an earlier
date, but it is clear that the meat is disposed of following its
presentation, in line with the artist’s framing of the material
manifestation as a ‘performance object.’'* Sterbak’s embrace of
temporality in art is evident in a proposal to the Tate for her
inclusion in the 1996 group exhibition Rites of Passage. The
artist planned to create a new work inspired by the moth-eaten
Felt Suit. She requested permission to display the remnants of
Beuys’ work in its conservation binding in a vitrine alongside
her photographic response, but despite receiving initial approval
from the director, Beuys’® estate ultimately refused. Absorption:
Work in Progress (1995) is the resulting nearly two-metre tall
photograph that features Sterbak holding a larger than life white
structure representing a moth chrysalis. While the intent of the
work is debatable, the accompanying artwork label likened the
female artist to the moth that devoured the “precedent” of Beuys’
soft sculpture, the work framed an act of “revenge or homage. ”?1®

While not necessarily her artistic intent, in the context of our
research, Sterbak’s work serves as a nod of appreciation to the
miraculous work of the misunderstood Tineola bisselliella. The
webbing clothes moth begins its life as a miniscule pearlescent
eqq (about 0.3 millimeters wide) before hatching into a ravenous
caterpillar that spins silk as it feasts to construct a cocoon. At
this stage, the stage where they do the most destruction, they are
notoriously difficult to spot. Once the moths emerge as full-grown
adults, they do not eat or have mouths, but live out mere weeks
with the sole purpose of mating before dying — it is only as larvae
that the webbing clothes moth are a threat to relevant materials
that serve as a habitat for their early development. Unlike other
moths, they are light-averse and poor flyers who have adapted to
consume not just natural fibres but other materials rich in keratin
(like wool), synthetic fibres, horsehair plaster, and even heavy
metals (such as lead and mercury). Their ability to digest these
materials remains a mystery but suggests that a keratin-based diet
corresponds with evolution towards synanthropy and the ability
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to live indoors: alongside and benefiting from
humans (as in the case of cockroaches) .8

Despite the undeniably grim population decline of
critical insect species, Tineola bisselliella is
here to stay. Museum pests are widely documented
worldwide, and while the climate conditions of
display spaces in museums and galleries are well
monitored, we still lack information about the
microclimate of insect habitats within these
macro institutions. That being said, an increase
in museum pest populations has been observed,
with researchers pointing to climate change as
a key factor. Some studies suggest that the
webbing clothes moth will increase threefold by
the end of the twenty-first century, in part due
to the interruption in the life cycle of insects
that overwinter.'” How will we choose to live
with and alongside this and other more-than-
human museum inhabitants?
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