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Martin Grünfeld and Caitlin DeSilvey

Fringe Objects: Cultivating Residues at the Museum

“This positiveness is so complete, so compact, that it can only be expressed negatively. 
There is no margin, no gap, no passes, no omission, no waste, no vestiges. The fringe, 
the fuzzy area, the refuse, the wasteland, the open-space have all disappeared.” 1

This could be a description of the sight that greets one when entering a collection stor
age room at Medical Museion in Copenhagen – an immediate experience of a heavy, 
compact presence making itself felt as total and nonnegotiable. These words from 
Serres do not describe museum storerooms, however; they refer to his observation of 
densely cultivated Chinese farming landscapes as spaces without fringes of wasteland, 
without weeds and untended edges. Similarly, it may seem to the uninitiated and rare 
visitor that the wellordered organization of objects in museum storage rooms and 
systems eliminates all open space and uncertainty. Yet, it only appears this way to the 
untrained eye: gaps and crevices can be found everywhere. Even in such apparently 
orderly places as museum collections, inbetween entities persist. Without a proper 
place, they are subject to (and a product of) disorganization and decay, muddled reg
istration systems, and insect invasions, persisting as a kind of residual unculture. In this 
sense, they are similar to the residual unculture Serres speaks of when he contrasts 
Chinese with French farming, the latter of which spares fallow fields, groves, and 
wastelands from intensive cultivation.2 For Serres, these apparently “empty” spaces hold 
the promise of untended and unruly chance, time, and life. Likewise, in our work, we 
have found uncultivated potentials at the fringes of formal museum collections.

In this essay, we focus on the uncultivated potentials of the museum’s fringes and 
fringe objects in order to formulate how their ostensibly negligible status affords us 
a unique opportunity to foster the regeneration and refiguration of their materiality 
and meaning. Our discussion of the fringe and its objects revolves around an ongoing 
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script and to conservator Nanna Gerdes for sharing her process of provenance research. We also want to 
acknowledge Amalie Schjøtt-Wieth, Anne-Sofie Stampe, Eduardo Abrantes, Kathrine Baastrup, Maria 
Brænder, Sara Valle Rocha, and Louise Whiteley (who has led the project together with Martin) for their 
contributions to The Living Room. We want to express our gratitude to Medical Museion for providing 
the objects, site, and resources to support the development of The Living Room and to the Novo Nordisk 
Foundation Center for Basic Metabolic Research for their generous financial support. Finally, we want 
to thank the University of Exeter’s College of Life and Environmental Sciences Global Mobility Fund 
for supporting our ongoing transnational collaboration. 

 1 Michel Serres: Detachment, Athens 1989, p. 5.
 2 Ibid., p. 8.
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 experiment at Medical Museion – The Living Room.3 This experimental space draws on 
 Caitlin’s (coauthor of this article) original work on curating decay to explore what happens 
if the museum – a place that is specifically designed around the aim to save artifacts, ideally  
for perpetuity – takes up her suggestion for developing ways of “caring beyond saving”.4 

We begin the essay by discussing the concept of fringe objects with reference to 
museum objects and considering how they ended up at the fringes of the museum. 
We then discuss how The Living Room opens an experimental space where the fringes 
unfold their potentials to tell other stories, engage visitors, and invite experimental 
curatorial interventions that facilitate the transformation of these museum residues. 
Following Caitlin’s previous work, we particularly explore the potential for developing 
an “entropic heritage practice”, which is most potent in relation to objects (and places) 
that exist at the margins of conservation practice.5 Finally, we conclude by unraveling 
how entropic heritage practice leads to a (productive) paradox between value and dis
posal, forcing us to rethink the concept of the end as both an extended negotiation and 
an intentional negation.

The fringe and its discontents
In her speculative reimagining of a future of objects outside the permanent collection, 
Kate Bowell describes how neglected artifacts exist on the fringes of collections, passive
ly kept because of protocol, not purpose.6 In a similar fashion, Anna Hess, Rhianedd 
Woodham, and Alison Smith describe “unloved objects” as neglected objects hiding 
from view in museum storerooms and perhaps deemed unfit for display.7 Yet, for the 
most part, these unloved and neglected artifacts remain within the confines of stabi
lized museum collections. Meanwhile, the fringe objects that interest us in this article 

 3 See Medical Museion: Living Room, 2021, https://www.museion.ku.dk/en/living-room/ (as of 6/2022). 
The project began to take shape in 2019, when one of the project leads, Martin Grünfeld, met Caitlin 
DeSilvey at a conference. Realizing that we shared an interest in processes of decay and metabolic 
exchange, we started talking about the possibilities of developing a “compost room” at the museum. In 
2020, Martin, in collaboration with conservators, artists, and fellow researchers, began developing The 
Living Room as a space for hosting life, and death, in the museum. In early 2021, Caitlin and Martin 
began a period of intensive online collaboration, involving virtual tours of the evolving museum space 
as well as a series of inconversation events for public audiences. This article is part of our ongoing 
collaboration.

 4 Caitlin DeSilvey: Curated Decay. Heritage Beyond Saving, Minneapolis 2017, p. 184.
 5 Ibid., p. 335.
 6 Kate Bowell: Object Reincarnation. In: Elizabeth Wood, Rainey Tisdale, Trevor Jones (eds.): Active 

Collections, New York 2018, pp. 153–61.
 7 See Anna Woodham, Rhianedd Smith, Alison Hess: Introduction. In: Idem (eds.): Exploring Emotion, 

Care, and Enthusiasm in “Unloved” Museum Collections, Amsterdam 2020, pp. 1–18.
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exist outside of the permanent collection at the margins of the museum as residues of 
collection practices; they are left uncultured yet remain valuable by association with 
the museum. ◊ Fig. 1

In a basement storage room at Medical Museion, piles of disintegrating card
board boxes sit on a cold concrete floor. Inside the boxes are stacks of stained and 
faded volumes of scientific and medical literature. In other boxes are various metal 
medical instruments and dental bowls made of colored glass. This was the sight that 
met us when we first entered the basement room we had been allocated to develop as 
The Living Room. The piles of objects were not, however, a manifestation of dubious 
or careless preservation practices but rather byproducts of collection work. As Sharon 
Macdonald and Jennie Morgan describe, many curators care for collections that have 
been established through a “rescue” mode of collecting, which can lead to the problem 
of excess and overrepresentation of certain types of objects.8 This state of “toomuch

 8 Sharon Macdonald, Jennie Morgan. What Not to Collect? Postconnoisseurial Dystopia and the Pro
fusion of Things. In: Philipp Schorch, Conal McCarthy (eds.): Curatopia: Museums and the Future of 
Curatorship, Manchester 2019, pp. 29–43.

1: Piles of cardboard boxes with fringe objects (discarded scientific and medical literature, medical 
instruments, and so much more) that resided in the basement room we were allocated to turn into  
The Living Room.
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ness” can be extremely difficult to manage, given limitations of time and space in large 
collections. At the fringe of the museum, this toomuchness makes itself directly felt 
when one encounters the displaced and unwanted objects resting on cold concrete, 
awaiting their final judgment and almost certain destruction.9

Borrowing a phrase from Greg Kennedy, who is expanding on Mary Douglas’ 
work, perhaps we can describe these fringe objects as “matter without a place.” Similar 
to Serres’s perception of Chinese farming as characterized by a totality of cultured sur
faces, museum collections are, ideally, orderly spaces containing only objects deemed 
worth preserving. From that point of view, the fringe objects are just taking up space 
(and potentially time) from more important conservation tasks as they await disposal; 
they are the leftover materials from previous collection work. As Kennedy argues, 
waste marks a failure to preserve value and leads to detachment, leaving matter in the 
margins as the anonymous stuff falling between the category of valued objects and 
that of valueless dust.10 The basement room we are working in at Medical Museion is a 
marginal space characterized by the absence of preservation infrastructure: macroenvi
ronmentally, the space lacks temperature and humidity controls; microenvironmentally, 
there is no attention to the states of individual objects. At the margins of the permanent 
collection, the fringe that interests us is marked by passivity and inattention from con
servators, curators, and basically everyone else working at the museum. Objects residing 
here are left untouched and undisturbed by human presence while undergoing gradual 
material changes. At the fringe, objects lose any latent potential they may have had as 
museum objects and are left in a submuseum, a dark room adjacent to the street (and 
its associated dirt), at a remove from the collections and their associated value.

Becoming a fringe object: inherent instability
The objects in the basement have drifted into the fringe of the museum as residues 
of institutional collection practices. But through what process do these objects drift to 
the very edges of the museum and become a residual unculture? When we spoke with 
conservators at Medical Museion about this process, they emphasized the underlying 
uncertainty involved in their decisionmaking and value judgments.11 Decisionmak

 9 In Denmark, museums generally follow ICOM’s ethical guidelines § 2.16 regarding income from the 
disposal of collections, stating that collections may not be treated as a realizable asset. This means that 
deaccessioned and leftover objects from the museum collections are not sold. Usually, museums attempt 
to donate objects to other museums or return them to their original donors. However deaccessioned 
objects often end up incinerated or disposed of in landfill sites.

 10 Greg Kennedy: An Ontology of Trash. The Disposable and Its Problematic Nature, Albany 2007, p. 7.
 11 These general statements are condensed from informal conversations with conservators at Medical 

Museion that took place between January and February 2022.
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ing processes are not standardized at Danish museums and thus depend on who is in 
charge of a collection (historian, conservator, archaeologist, etc.) and how that person 
navigates value, risk, and the museum law.12 The conservators also expressed their 
discomfort with the way fringe objects work against the main purpose of their pro
fession, to safeguard objects for the future. More generally, Morgan and Macdonald 
have shown that, although disposal is not as unpalatable as it used to be in collections 
management, it is still usually undertaken with some degree of ambivalence.13 Time 
and space are central issues here, and collection work involves series of moments of 
selection. Yet, when we began to investigate the details of the objects resting in those 
boxes on the concrete floor in the basement, we realized that their trajectories cannot 
simply be tied to institutional decisionmaking but must be understood as diverse and 
dispersed. For example, some of the objects were accumulated as personal projects 
carried out by retired doctors and can thus reveal a lot about informal, interestdriven 
collecting practices, even if they do not necessarily have general value as part of the 
collections. Other objects are surplus to broadpurpose collecting practices and have 
not been integrated into the collections because they are duplicates or because missing 
pieces of material or information render the objects less valuable than historical coun
terparts already present in the collections. 

Although the objects seem to have found a final resting place at the fringes of 
the museum before their eventual destruction, their status is not as stable as one might 
imagine. Not only do they continue to undergo material changes (partly because of 
their placement in the basement), but their value also remains, to a certain extent, open 
and underdetermined. A prime example is a jar of laboratory mice that, in 2017, was 
part of the exhibition Sugar Theater.14 In a photograph of shelved objects, ◊ Fig. 2 the 
jar appears to the left, on the second shelf from the top. The mice (possibly of the type 
C57BL/6 crossbred with transgenic mice) were previously used in studies of receptors 
in the gastrointestinal tract. As part of the exhibition, the jar illustrated how sugar 
consumption affects health but for the past five years it has been waiting on a shelf in 
the conservator’s workshop at the museum for a decision about its future – a decision 
that could either bring it into the permanent collection or lead to its disposal. This 

 12 It is worth noting that Medical Museion is not under the cultural ministry of Denmark and thus does 
not work under the museum law, giving it more freedom to decide what to do with its collections. The 
museum still largely adheres to ICOM regulations, however, working towards longterm preservation 
of artifacts.

 13 Jennie Morgan, Sharon Macdonald: Degrowing Museum Collections for New Heritage Futures. In: 
International Journal of Heritage Studies, vol. 26, 2020, no. 1, pp. 56–70. 

 14 See Morten Søndergaard: Sugar Theater, 2017, http://www.labae.org/sugar-theater (as of 6/2022).
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uncertain status, together with its affective appeal, is precisely why we brought it into 
The Living Room. Yet, when we began researching the trajectories of fringe objects 
for this article and asked questions about the jar’s origin and use, our attention gen
erated instability and uncertainty regarding its significance, and the jar was removed 
from The Living Room until its status could be clarified. In her provenance research, 
a conservator contacted the original donor to know more about its origin and use and 
to clarify what future uses would be appropriate. The donor had no problem with 
us using it, and the jar is now back in The Living Room. Its value, however, remains 
unresolved: when The Living Room closes, it will either become part of the permanent 
collection or be disposed of; or, perhaps it will return to the shelf in the conservation 
workshop to remain in waiting indefinitely. This uncertain status enriches the jar with 
an interesting backstory that engages visitors in the difficulties of evaluating objects 
at the museum. Moreover, this story shows how the fringe is a dynamic and uncertain 
place, where objects rest in unstable states between value and waste – unstable states 
that we actively tinker with in our entropic heritage practice.

Martin Grünfeld and Caitlin DeSilvey

2: View of shelf holding our valued working collection of fringe objects in The Living Room including 
the jar of lab mice.
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Cultivating the residual unculture in The Living Room
The fringe is an unstable space that holds the potential for a residual unculture to grow. 
Here, potential designates a state in which multiple possible pathways exist, opening a 
space of mystery, a gap between what is and what might be, what could be or should 
be.15 Poetically, we might add, following Agamben, that the color of potentiality is 
darkness, a darkness that comes to light in actuality.16 This way of understanding 
potentials can be linked to the concept of entropy, which does not necessarily involve 
a descent into chaos and disorganization but can also describe a state of possibility, 
defined as the “measure of the multiplicity of potential arrangements of matter in a 
given system.”17 In The Living Room, we work to cultivate these potentials in a lim
inal space in between value and waste, museum and street, collection and exhibition, 
research and art, where neglected objects regain attention. Itself placed at the fringe of 
the museum, The Living Room turns into a transformative space that opens the black 
box of the museum’s fringe, making the objects that reside there visible, knowable, and 
accessible for touching and tinkering.

Digging into the piles of fringe objects on the concrete floor invites us to follow 
their trajectories back to uncertain and dynamic processes of collecting and evaluating. 
Thus, the fringe itself can be seen as a potential source of knowledge; it can open up 
(perhaps otherwise inaccessible) knowledge about institutional practices of collecting 
and evaluating.18 As we begin to curate these objects and invite visitors to engage with 
them, they also open up the black box of the museum – making practices of collect
ing, conservation, and evaluating open to conversations, discussions, negotiations, and 
disagreements. Consequently, The Living Room turns the fringe into a contact zone 
between the residual unculture of the museum and the curators and visitors, culti
vating a public museum philosophy in practice: a contact zone that not only invokes 
the spatial and temporal copresence of subjects previously separated historically and 
geographically, as James Clifford originally described the museum, but also brings 

 15 See KarenSue Taussig, Klaus Hoeyer, Stefan Helmreich: The Anthropology of Potentiality in Biome
di cine. In: Current Anthropology, vol. 54, 2013, no. S7, pp. 3–14, here: p. 5.

 16 Giorgio Agamben: Potentialities. Collected Essays in Philosophy, Stanford 1999, p. 180.
 17 DeSilvey (see note 4), p. 10.
 18 Within psychology and philosophy, fringes have been framed conceptually as a potential source of knowl

edge. In William James’s theory of fringes, for example, fringes loosely refer to a “moreness” felt in 
perceptual experience. A “more-ness” that actively bridges immediate (and indefinite) perceptual experi
ence to identify what the perceptual process analyzes and makes definite. In that way, James’ fringes are 
placed precisely at the transition point from experience to knowledge. See Christopher Broniak: James’ 
Theory of Fringes. In: Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society, vol. 32, 1996, no. 3, pp. 443–68.
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neglected objects in touch with curators and visitors and opens a space for collaboration 
and experimentation.19

The Living Room constitutes a transformative space where we can cultivate the 
hidden potentials of the residual unculture at the museum – the liminal objects at the 
fringes as well as the fringe itself. The basement becomes a contact zone, where weekly 
tours bring in a general public as well as specialized audiences to talk, listen, and touch. 
Our collection of fringe objects gain value through the application of enhanced atten
tion that brings them to life in the hands of visitors and in our experimental curation. 
As Bowell argues, most of the time, collection restrictions entail items staying put, 
providing little active value at museums.20 No longer worthy of preservation, our fringe 
objects accrue new worth as objects that can be touched and encountered, allowing 
visitors to breach the boundaries that museums usually create between objects and 
bodies: no touching, just looking.21 Visitors directly touch the residual unculture even 
as they are touched by the uncertainties about collecting, conservation, and significance 
they carry with them.

Moreover, our fringe objects invite us to do other things with objects at the muse
um. As previously argued by Caitlin, we believe that entropic heritage practice is “more 
likely to occur with materials that lie at the fringes of conservation practice, or with 
things held in a state of limbo.”22 Pairing this with Serres’s description of the residual 
uncultured wasteland, where untended growth flourishes, we believe that fringe objects 
also hold a potential for metabolic tinkering and regeneration in collections. ◊ Fig. 3

We have been working with interventionist strategies of accelerated decay to 
cultivate the residual unculture. In these experiments, we explore how to actively seek 
release, regeneration, and recomposition inside the walls of a museum. For example, 
in the installation Slow Show, created by sound and performance artist Maria Brænder 
in collaboration with The Living Room, we are cultivating oyster mushrooms on a 
substrate of old medical texts. Our experiment in what we could perhaps call assisted 
living disturbs the presumed organic (and much slower) course of deterioration for 
these objects, but it also exposes the fiction of human nonintervention in the age of 
the Anthropocene. By bringing fringe objects into contact with hungry organisms, we 
accelerate their release and recomposition – processes of recomposition that we also 
seek through “sounding,” a method suggested by Stefan Helmreich to explore things 

 19 James Clifford: Routes. Travel, and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century, Cambridge 1997, p. 192.
 20 Bowell (see note 6), p. 154.
 21 See Clémentine Deliss: The Metabolic Museum, Berlin 2020, p. 15.
 22 Caitlin DeSilvey. Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable Things. In: Journal of Material Culture, 

vol. 11, 2006, no. 3, pp. 318–38, here: p. 335.
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without distinct limits and forms.23 We have applied specially designed JrF contact 
microphones to capture the sound of the mushroom cultivation processes: decompos
ers effectively become composers, enabling us to listen in on the otherwise inaudible 
sounds of decomposition and sound art to unfold from this encounter.24 Through this 
metabolic tinkering, a valuable artwork grows. This attention, however, can also work 
against our intentions with the project and, paradoxically, risk rendering objects newly 
worthy of safekeeping.

 23 Stefan Helmreich: Sounding the Limits of Life. Essays in the Anthropology of Biology and Beyond, 
Princeton 2015, pp. x–xi.

 24 See Martin Grünfeld, Adam Bencard, Louise Whiteley: From Mausoleum to The Living Room. Prac
ticing Metabolic Carpentry in the Museum. In: Centaurus. Journal of European Society for the History 
of Science, vol. 64, 2022, no. 2 (forthcoming).

3: Slow Show (2021–) by Maria Brænder in collaboration with The Living Room. Mixed objects: Pink 
oyster mushrooms grown in discarded medical books; discarded medical equipment and other fringe 
objects; and JrF contact microphones allowing us to explore the sonic entanglement of objects.



44 Martin Grünfeld and Caitlin DeSilvey

Conclusion: fixing “fringiness” or fringy endings?
Fringe objects are the unstable byproducts of institutional practices of collecting, 
preservation, and evaluation. They rest in between value and waste, awaiting a final 
decision on their fate as an unstable residual unculture – but it is precisely this indeter
minacy that generates their potential. The fringe objects now part of The Living Room 
retain a liminal identity: residing at the fringes of the museum, they have never been 
accessioned to the museum collection, or they have been deaccessioned. Such deposits 
of fringe objects can yield insights into institutional logics of collecting and evaluation 
and open the black box of tacit museum practices to the public. Furthermore, their 
instability invites experimentation, and the act of intervening in their fates unleashes 
a fundamental paradox. Even as exercise of our entropic heritage practice reveals and 
releases entropic potential, it also works to grant previously neglected things (and sites) 
attention. By touching and tinkering, and by including them in active installations and 
producing artistic works based on their decomposition and recomposition, we change 
not only their material constitution but also their status. Objects that had been over
looked and designated as excess take on new significance and meaning: as we begin 
engaging with them, they affect us, and we become attached to their presence. When 
we begin to pay attention and become sensitive to their particularities, we realize that 
they speak to us directly from the museum black box of institutional practices and yield 
other affordances for research, public engagement, and experimentation. 

No longer matter without a place, the objects have found a new place and multi
ple meanings in this fringy space we call The Living Room. In some cases, this shift in 
status, and the prospect of impending destruction, may even engender a belated urge 
to save the object and remove it from the experiment. After spending our time culti
vating and caring for these fringe objects, we find we have to actively resist the urge 
to prolong their lifespan. Ultimately, we cannot resolve this tension, and perhaps we 
should not try to. By leaning into the paradox, we are given an opportunity to reframe 
what we mean when we talk about endings – which, for objects and other entities alike, 
involve a period of negotiated transformation, followed by (in some cases) an intentional 
decision to assume that negation has been achieved (which is only ever an illusion). The 
fringes may get wilder and weedier, and the fringe object itself may appear to dissolve, 
but some residue always remains.


