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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 guidance on the storage and
breakdown of materials in collection. A set of acquisitions contract
riders, an acquisitions addendum, and a flowchart are designed

FICTION OF PERMANENCE

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 useful 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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PATATUTOPIA

In 2003, curator Hans Ulrich Obrist invited
filmmaker Agnés Varda to participate in the
VVenice Biennale. She accepted, and created
the installation Patatutopia, a triptych film
celebration of wrinkled and sprouting potatoes
that was to be shown accompanied by 600kg of
fresh potatoes spread evenly across the floor.
At the opening, the tiny Varda, dressed in a
resin potato costume mounted with speakers that
broadcast the names of potato varieties in a
hypnotic chant, moved through the crowds of
well-dressed Biennale attendees. The wealthy,
the privileged, the artistic mingled with

the potato.

The potato, in all of its misshapen glory, had
been a topic of fascination for Varda since
the 1950s, reaching its penultimate celebration
in her 2000 film The Gleaners and I before
culminating in Patatutopia. In The Gleaners and
I, a film dedicated to exploring the margins of
society through the collection of food and other
waste, Varda visits a field in which mounds of
potatoes, too large or misshapen for the EU
market, have been dumped and are being picked
over by gleaners. A close-up shows her hands
hovering over the potatoes. She selects a heart-
shaped one, and a collection begins.

“She’d bring them home and have them breathe and
age, sprout anew and regrow - a process she’d

observe with ‘emotion and delight®.”!

While The Gleaners and I is a meditation on
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waste, ownership, poverty, property, and a
celebration of the 1leftovers, Patatutopia is
much more focused in its love of the beauty
of decay. The Gleaners and I draws attention
to aging through its juxtaposition of wrinkled
hands and the furrowed skins of potatoes; in
Patatutopia the sprouting clinging to life 1is
celebrated:

“I celebrate the resistance of this vegetable.
I have the utopia of thinking that one can see
the beauty of the world in a sprouted potato.”?

In 2024, when the Centre for Sustainable Curating
and members of the Synthetic Collective were
on-site at Atelier LUMA for the Sustainable
Institution residency, Patatutopia was on display
in the Frank Gehry-designed LUMA Gallery as part
of the Hans-Ulrich Obrist Archive - Chapter 3:
Agnés Varda A day without seeing a tree is a
waste of a day. At the back of the gallery, a
dark room, an earthy smell, 600kg of potatoes
spread over the floor. When we first see the work,
the potatoes have been in the installation for
three weeks and are starting to sprout.

The Potato, Dormant and Awakened

Potatoes are tubers, the bulky protuberances on
the roots of the potato plant. As the potato
grows, the vine above ground ages as enerqgy
is directed towards subterranean growth. When
potatoes are harvested by being pulled out of

Figure 1. Sprouting old seed potatoes with the
presence of stolons in Agnes Varda’s Patatutopia
(detail), April 17, 2024, photo credit Kirsty Robertson




the ground and separated from the vine, they are stored, and
they begin to age, shrinking and wrinkling, and sprouting eyes.
The sprouts seek light and soil; it is all an effort to clone
themselves, as potatoes grow from cloned stem tissue. If a potato
is planted it will repeat the process. But while it is stored, its
sprouts grow and tangle, seeking the necessities of life.

The aging process is not instant. Once pulled from the earth,
potatoes enter a state of dormancy, a period during which sprouting
will not occur. This period can vary dramatically depending on
conditions and species, and can be artificially extended by placing
potatoes in cool, dark conditions. As abscisic acid decreases
through metabolic breakdown, the eyes enter a condition of
possibility; they begin to sprout. Potatoes that can “grow” (that
is, that have moved through dormancy) are known as seed potatoes,
and they are characterized by one dominant or suppressing eye at
the bud end of the tuber. Usually this is at the furthest end from
where the potato was attached to its vine. Almost all potatoes
start with only one sprout, emerging from the dominant eye.?®

Finally, the potato moves from young seed to old seed, where
several eyes can sprout, and there is a proliferation of stolons
(the name for the creeping, horizontally sprouting stems).

This process fascinated Varda: “It’s an homage to the enerqy of
life coming out of old potatoes, uneatable, useless, quite dead.
The beauty of germs and new thin roots.. It’s not science fiction,
it‘s real science. Life resists, energy resists. I showed some
photographs, each old potato is different from the others.”*

Back at the residency, we have permission to remove two potatoes
from the Patatutopia installation at LUMA. It is nerve-wracking -
perhaps something has happened to the potato so that we expect it
to have gone through a metamorphosis that has made it art. Removing
anything from a gallery is not easy for us. For some reason, there
is a delay and the gallery remains shut after the rest of the
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museum has opened. Wle come back once, twice, the
docents now know who we are. Finally we enter and
make our way quickly to the gallery at the back
of the exhibition space. But the message has not
gotten through to everyone, and we are quickly
surrounded by fire marshals, docents, a confused
family, everyone is shouting and milling around
as we wave a phone that shows the precious email
stating we can remove the potatoes.

They’ve been treated! They are poisonous! You must
wash your hands right now! cries the fire marshal.
We think this is not true as we have been informed
that the museum has different criteria for works
of art versus furnishings (art tends not to
be treated with pesticides and fire retardants).
There is a lot of arm waving and shouting as
we struggle to make ourselves understood across
multiple languages. Fortunately, the alarms do
not go off. Despite initial qualms, there is
an understanding that although the potatoes are
part of an artwork, we are removing something
that is, wultimately, still just a potato. A
docent eventually intervenes, the potatoes are
slipped into my bag, we make our way to the exit,
quiet returns, and the soundtrack of Varda’s film
takes over - the sound of a potato breathing. We
go straight to the bathroom to wash our hands,
just in case, and then discuss whether or not we
should wash the potatoes. It is decided that we
will not, as damp promotes rot.

We have been back numerous times to see
Patatutopia, and over the time of the showing
the 600kg of potatoes have been replaced. The
earliest photos show awakened potatoes and
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extensive sprouting, but the potatoes we remove
from the installation are still dormant. In
fact, the potatoes must be replaced each month
as the smell of decay creates an unwelcome and
potentially toxic environment for the security
quards.

Potatoes can last for months in old seed stage, but
if infected with pathogenic bacteria they begin
to rot. Bacteria enters the tuber through cuts,
abrasions, and lenticels (pores on the surface of
the potato). As the bacteria multiply, the flesh
of the potato decays and occasionally liquifies.
Most rotting is accompanied by a strong stench
“like rotting fish,” “formaldehyde,” “corpses.”®
Any kind of moisture promotes rotting in
potatoes. And as potatoes rot, they can produce
alkaloidal glycosides, termed solanines, which
can induce vomiting if ingested, while rotting
vegetables produce carbon dioxide, which in
extreme circumstances (large numbers of potatoes
stored in unsafe and unventilated areas) has
been linked to death.® Mostly, however, it is the
remarkable and overwhelming stench of rotting
potatoes that is unsettling.

Leaky Potatoes: llethods of Incorporating Organic
Matter into the Gallery

Leaking, sprouting, odiferous potatoes are an
issue in root cellars and in galleries. Varda is
not the only one interested in using potatoes
and other edibles in her art. Her favourite

Figure 2. Dormant newly harvested potatoes
collected from Agnés Varda’s Patatutopia, March 28,
2024, photo credit Kirsty Robertson
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I...—.......-...-l meat, dairy, and processed foods found in
the work of contemporary artists. Bananas,

..............I chocolate, compost, beans, corn, watermelon,

pineapple, mushrooms; if there is a fruit or

L . ..I vegetable, it has almost certainly found its way

f.7. into the gallery where it immediately becomes a

curatorial and conservation conundrum. Edible
materials, and here we concentrate on vegetables
(and specifically potatoes), are inherent vice.
There is no natural environment in which they
will not eventually decay. As Maria Buskirk
notes of Janine Antoni’s Gnaw (made from lard),
works that decay quickly “have internalized the
established rhythms of the temporary exhibition,”
the process is largely uncapturable even through
photographic documentation.” Vegetables are

cyclical, yearning to become the soil from whence
they came.

'..
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But if the goal of the art museum is, as Fernando
Dominguez Rubio suggests, to show “infinite pause
of objects,” what of the potato?®

LUMA has chosen to replace the potatoes each
month. This is typically the approach used in
artworks that use potatoes, due to potential
smells, leakage, and sprouts.

Replacement seems at first a sustainable option;
the potatoes are able to fulfill their full cycle.
But there are extensive, sometimes extreme labour
demands that go into the replacement of carefully

Figure 3. One of the potatoes collected from Agnés
Varda, Patatutopia, showing extensive sprouting, July
15, 2024, photo credit Tegan Moore
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chosen and arranged potatoes. Conservator Mercedes Isabel de las
Carreras notes of Victor Grippo’s Analogia I (Analogy I), 1970-71,
a work that uses only 40 potatoes, that if it were on display for
two years in the semi-permanent collection: “2,160 potatoes and
more than 120 conservator work hours would be needed to make the
two changes per month.”® For the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes in
Buenos Aires where the work is an important part of the collection,
permanent exhibition is not an option, as the labour required to
prevent rotting potatoes from damaging the other components of the
installation (such as shelving and wires) is unsustainable.

At LUMA Arles, the potatoes are shipped in and out by truck.
We’ve been told that they are potatoes that would otherwise be
discarded, so the gallery installation provides a use for what
would otherwise be waste. But to our surprise, composting the
potatoes after the exhibition is impossible. Were the potatoes
treated with chemicals (we still remain unsure on this point)? If
so, many pesticides and fire retardants contain PFSAs and PFOAs
(Perfluorinated and Polyfluorinated Substances, often referred to as
forever chemicals), which are not compostable because their carbon-
fluorine bonds do not break down even in industrial composting
facilities.'® Potato skins can also carry the fungus that leads to
potato blight (best known for causing the Irish potato famine).
With large quantities of potatoes there can be a small risk for
the spread of disease if potatoes do not compost quickly enough.
But most importantly, composting is meant to be a mix — the sheer
volume of potatoes used in the installation might overwhelm the
balance needed for healthy compost, throwing off nitrogen levels
and making it unusable.

Leaving the potatoes in the Patatutopia installation, allowing
them to begin the process of sprouting and replication, is a
decision that is already at odds with the accepted premises of
artwork conservation. Managing the 1life-giving properties of
decaying vegetation as it creates supportive environments for
fruit flies, moulds, and other living creatures that are threats
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to surrounding artworks and objects, is an
exercise in intensive management.! If allowed
to proliferate, mould in particular can also
create hazardous environments for visitors and
workers.'® Nonetheless, the presence of creatures
and lifeforms reveals the seams and fractures
in the environment through which 1life (often
labelled as pests) can replicate (take, for
example, Fluxus artist Alison Knowles’® Bean Bag,
which was infested with bean-eating mites that
were killed through freezing to prevent further
damage, but whose corpses were incorporated into
the work following the artist’s instructions).®

For Varda’s potatoes, there is no aftermath,
at least within the gallery. They are managed
through time - brought into the gallery while
dormant and removed once their awakening presents
a threat. They require a process of constant
monitoring to prevent what artist Adrian Villas
Roja calls the “autopoietic drift” potential of
decaying vegetation, its unwillingness to conform
to gallery proprieties and controls.'* For other
artists time is the medium. Zoe Leonard’s Strange
Fruit (for David) (1992-97), for example, made
from 300 fruit peels sewn back into the shape of
the flesh of the former fruit, “decomposition is
understood not as damage but as process.”!® Decay
of the fruit peels is conceptually linked with
mourning and working through trauma following
the loss of so many of her circle to AIDS in
the 1990s. As Leonard notes, however, decay is
not complete. For most fruit, once the water has
evaporated the process of decay slows, to the
point where Strange Fruit could be loaned and
shown twenty years after it had been placed in
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storage at the Philadelphia Museum of Art.?°

Despite Strange Fruit having a longer lifespan than anticipated, it
declares the ravages of time. The peels have darkened, shriveled,
and dried. And while this is allowed because of the conceptual
framing of the work, the components are still treated with extreme
care - unlike the potatoes in Varda’s work which are removed and
returned to waste, these peels have alchemized into art. The
work is carefully stored in a highly controlled climate, it is
not reqularly loaned, and it is seldom shown. Preventing it from
disintegrating altogether has usurped the processes of decay that
are integral to its meaning.?

Because the decay of fruits and vegetables is so visibly rapid, it
can only be halted through extreme intervention. A classic case is
early tests on Strange Fruit by conservator Christian Scheidemann,
who developed a process of shock freezing and then soaking the peels
in Paraloid B72 (an acrylic resin [ethyl-methacrylate copolymer]
used as a consolidant) under vacuum, essentially plasticizing
the fruit peel while maintaining its 1life-like appearance.® The
work “would talk about ephemerality but would itself endure.”!®
For Leonard, this ended up not being a good conceptual fit with
the project, as “the mere pretense of deterioration was no longer
persuasive.”® But it isn’t simply pretense - the work of turning
the peels into apparently timeless objects paradoxically renders
their placement in time visible. Plastics are, in fact, more of
their moment than are decaying peels. Rubio is adamant that the
processes of keeping artworks as art rather than objects, involving
the “exceedingly complex and resource-intensive task involving
a vast array of technologies, infrastructures, and labor” must
appear seamless, that the labour of halting artworks in a timeless
present be invisible.?® Though the treated peels appear life-like,
they are obviously not. Their unchanging nature speaks to their
structure; resinous rather than resonant. They have, in fact,
lost their plasticity as plastics; despite their longevity, do
not appear timeless. The unpredictability of the untreated peels
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and the potatoes speak to something else, and
remind us of how artworks containing food leak
(sometimes 1literally) across the boundaries;
they are dynamic, entailing at least some loss
of control on the part of the museum.??

Control is a fine point, and a debatable one.

Many artists incorporate food into their artworks
and negotiate the display and collection of works
in myriad ways. Take, for example, the Tate’s
recent custodianship (rather than purchase) of
Edgar Calel’s (Kagchikel people, Guatemala) The
Echo of an Ancient Form of Knowledge, (Ru k’ ox
k’ob’el jun ojer etemab’el) (2021) a work that
is “a material object and a ritual, which serves
as a container of ancestral knowledge.” The work
includes a specific array of fruit and vegetables
that are “placed as offerings to the artist’s
ancestors”? on stones that are held in the Tate’s
collection until the work is animated through a
ritual that includes the laying of fruit. In
keeping with Mayan practice, Tate will not own
The Echo of an Ancient Form of Knowledge, but
will act as custodian for 13 years, acknowledging
also that display does not encapsulate the work
as a crucial component of it is a preparatory
and private ceremony performed by a Kaqgchikel
person (or stand in named by Calel).2* “At the
end of the 13 years, a new agreement will be
made with the artist and his community, either
to renew Tate’s custodianship, to pass it on to
another institution, or to return the elements
of the work to the earth.”? llhile the agreement
is not specifically focused on the inclusion of
fruit and vegetables, it disrupts the typical
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Figure 4. Skrobia Ziemniaczana (Potato Startch),
photo credit MarekMis - Own work, CC BY 4.0. Image

has been re-coloured.



https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index php?curid=84920897

tempo of museum acquisitions, suggesting renewable and cyclical
arrangements attuned to Indigenous knowledges and teachings.

Potatoes in the Museum

Beyond the work of specific artists, potatoes offer particular
insight into both the workings of museums and the world outside.

Potatoes, perhaps surprisingly, are everywhere in museums and
galleries. If you cut a potato it bleeds a white milky substance.
This 1is potato starch, the matter of the potato, the “tiny
structures made by most plants as products of photosynthesis.”2®
It leaks out when the cell walls are destroyed and can be dried
and used in many applications, among them the Autochrome Lumiére,
an early twentieth century colour photography process wherein a
glass plate is coated in a thin layer of potato starch, to which
is added red-orange, green, and blue-violet dyes and lampblack (a
material produced by the incomplete combustion of coal tar). The
random pattern of coloured starch grains act as a filter for light
— one of the earliest forms of colour photography held fast by a
combination of potatoes and fossil fuels.

Potato starch is also used in numerous conservation applications,
providing a non-chemical base for marking acquisition numbers
on wood, metal, glass, glazed ceramics, and plastics,? wusing
starch grains to date artefacts from archeological sites,?® and we
increasingly use it at the Centre for Sustainable Curating as an
extremely affordable, easily removable, water soluble, and stain-
free adhesive for professional-looking paper labels.

And potatoes are, of course, easily 1linked with historical
events. A transplant from Peru and Chile to Europe in the 16th
century, potatoes fit uneasily into histories of colonization.
Potatoes did not immediately adapt to Europe as the growth of
tubers is related to the length of the day. Most potatoes in
the Americas grew near the equator, and did not flourish in the
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shorter European days.?® Genetic mutation allowed
for potato growth in Europe, but also promoted
single crops. The fragility of the system was
most notably demonstrated through the spread of
phytophthora infestans across Europe and North
America from 1845 to 1852, when blight rotted
potatoes in the field, including seed potatoes.
Crop failure and the inability to recover due to
the loss of seed potatoes led to the deaths of
more than a million people, mostly in Ireland,
where the Irish were forbidden access to other
crops by a system of colonialism, suppression,
and exploitation. 150 years 1later, gleaners
picking through piles of waste potatoes in The
Gleaners and I, Varda holding a discarded heart-
shaped potato up to the camera, hearkens back to
this manufactured disaster; the poor are still
only permitted access to food at the limits of
extractive agriculture.

To this day, potato blight remains a concern.
Potato crops struggle to cope with the temperature
fluctuations associated with climate change (at 30
degrees Celsius they shut down their stomates and
often die). Many growing regions in the Americas
used to be able to store new and old seed potatoes
without refrigeration, and that is no longer the
case, increasing the overall energy demands and
cost of bringing potatoes to market. Hotter and
wetter climates also mean that potato-eating and
disease-causing insects like the Colorado potato
beetle and the potato psyllid can survive the
winter.®® The heat also makes potatoes starchier,
which in turn has impacts on taste and colour,
particularly in french fries (starchier potatoes
are dark brown rather than golden yellow when
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Figure 5. Early Potato Blight, Sandra Jensen,
Cornell University, 2013, Bugwood.org, CC
Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0. Image has been re-
coloured.

fried).® And further, potatoes themselves deplete
soil, meaning compost is required to rebalance
nutrients in the soil, which can be expensive
and surprisingly inaccessible (at least in North
America).® In Europe and North America, recent
harvests have experienced high failure rates.
The potatoes in the Patatutopia, rejected for
market, may have been so because poor weather
conditions in Europe in 2023-24 meant a delayed
harvest and 295,000kgs of potatoes discarded.ss

And thus, as the Varda installation reveals that
potatoes are poor candidates for storage in
museums, the same 1is true in the world outside
the gallery system. The Svalbard Seed Vault
contains almost a million potato seeds, including
800,000 Irish potato seeds as well as hundreds
of varieties of wild Peruvian potatoes. Since
Varda created Patatutopia in 2003, the fate of
potatoes has changed dramatically. They remain a
common staple crop but are facing an increasing
number of threats. Eventually the only potatoes
may be found in the frozen archive of the Seed
Vault. For now, while we felt strange removing
the potatoes, the fact that we were allowed to do
so gets at the (potato) heart of the matter — a
potato is a potato, even in an art installation,
even if it has been carefully selected. Walking
out of the gallery, with the two potatoes tucked
into my bag, we pass Varda’s final work, Les
Wains complices [Partnering Hands], featuring
intertwined hands of couples surrounded by heart
potatoes, a celebration of love.
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