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"The Collector," by English artist Jonathan

Wolstenholme, 2005. Private collection. The internation‐

ally renowned novelist Vladimir Nabokov developed a

passion for collecting butterflies as a child, which contin‐

ued throughout his life.

Source: Photo credit: Copyright Jonathan

Wolstenholme. All Rights Reserved 2022/

Bridgeman Images. Used with permission.

KEY POINTS

The accumulator, rationalizing that someday things will come in handy, amasses
an assortment of objects without any discernment.

The collector, different from the accumulator and the hoarder, engages in a
voluntary activity of selecting and ordering.

People can collect objects, but also ideas and experiences.

Collecting may include elements of exhibitionism, addiction, and obsession when
the collection possesses the collector.

"Let me look at my demon objectively.

With the exception of my parents, no

one really understood my obsession,

and it was many years before I met a

fellow sufferer," wrote the international‐

ly renowned novelist Vladimir

Nabokov in his autobiography Speak,

Memory (1999). Continues Nabokov,

"Few things indeed have I known in

the way of emotion or appetite, ambi‐

tion or achievement, that could sur‐

pass in richness and strength the ex‐

citement of entomological exploration."

Nabokov's passion for collecting but‐

terflies began when he was seven

years old. Some aunt or cousin would

ask, "Must you really take that net with

you? Can't you enjoy yourself like a

normal boy?" It continued throughout

his life and created for him a "timeless‐

ness" and "ecstasy." He describes a "sense of oneness with sun and stone" as he

stood in a landscape among rare butterflies. Says Nabokov, " I have hunted butterflies

in various climes and disguises: as a pretty boy in knickerbockers and sailor cap; as a

lanky cosmopolitan expatriate in flannel bags and beret; as a fat hatless old man in

shorts."
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Sigmund Freud at his desk, 1914, etching by Czech artist

Max Pollak. Freud was an avid collector of antiquities,

and his office was filled with his acquisitions.

Source: Copyright Freud Museum,

London/Bridgeman Images. Used with permission.

A cluttered room, 1882 by English artist Benjamin Walter

Spiers. Private Collection. Those who hoard suffer from

a pathological psychiatric disorder.

Source: Photo copyright Chris Beetles Ltd

London/Bridgeman Images. Used with permission.

Likewise, Sigmund Freud was another

avid collector. For him, books and an‐

tiquities from ancient Greece, Rome,

and Egypt were his passion, and his of‐

fice was cluttered with his

acquisitions. In an essay on misreading

and slips in his book on the psy‐

chopathology of everyday life, Freud

writes, "Whenever I would walk

through the streets of a strange town

while on holiday, I read every shop

sign that resembles the word in any

way as 'Antiquities.' This betrays the

questing spirit of the collector" (1901).

Collecting is a “form of play with classi‐

fication,” i.e., a leisure, voluntary activi‐

ty “outside the bounds of role obliga‐

tions" (Danet and Katriel, 2006) though it can "sometimes overshadow" a person's

profession or business (Baekeland, 2006).

Collecting does not have to involve concrete objects. For example, birdwatchers can

collect sightings of birds, Don Juans can collect sexual conquests, and some can col‐

lect ideas, experiences, accolades, or even awards. (Danet & Katriel; Belk et al., 1988).

Collecting implies an order or system,

and a collection becomes greater than

the sum of its parts. Further, collecting

involves a “prolonged activity extend‐

ing through time” (Pearce, 2006).

Many collectors, such as Nabokov, be‐

gan their interest in collecting as chil‐

dren, usually before puberty

(Baekeland).

Collections can “creep up on people

unawares" until the moment they real‐

ize they have indeed created a collection, with implications of “intentional selection,

acquisition, and disposal” (Pearce). “A collection is not a collection until someone

thinks of it in those terms” (Pearce).

Sometimes, there is a fine line between collecting and accumulating, depending on

the motive, which may change over time (Pearce). The accumulator “passively and un‐
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"The Discerning Collector," by 19th-century British artist

Arthur Longlands Grace. Private Collection.

Source: Copyright Lawrence Steigrad Fine Arts,

New York/Bridgeman Images. Used with

permission.

critically amasses a motley assortment” without symbolic significance. At the same

time, the collector “actively seeks out only certain kinds of objects of interest” that

tend to have symbolic value and is more discerning in his or her acquisitions

(Baekeland).

Further, the accumulator "often maintains a rationalization" about his possessions,

"One day these things will come in handy," as "he emphasizes the future, minimizes

the present, and ignores the past" (Phillips, 1962). There can be certain shame and

displeasure in the accumulation, with attempts to hide it in attics, closets, etc. (Phillips).

The other type of non-collector is the hoarder, a pathological psychiatric condition

(Belk et al.; Dozier & DeShong, 2022) and a subject for another discussion.

There can be considerable ambiva‐

lence in collecting, and some collec‐

tors have spoken of it as a ‘disease’ or

a ‘madness’ (Danet and Katriel).

Nabokov refers to it as "my demon,"

himself as a "sufferer," and his passion

as an "obsession." "A collection is "an

obsession organized" and a collector's

interest is not bounded by the intrinsic

worth of the objects; whatever they

cost, he or she must have them. But If

collectors develop "any introspection,"

they begin at some point to sense that

their collection "possesses" them (Aris‐

tides, 1988).

Other researchers have acknowledged

there can be an addictive quality and a

compulsion to collect (Baekeland).

Collectors speak of "falling in love"

with an object and being unable to re‐

sist purchasing it (Danet and Katriel). "It

is the nature of desire not to be satisfied" (Aristotle).

There can be an aggressive quality to collecting when it metaphorically resembles a

hunt in pursuit of an object of desire (Aristides): "locating the prey, planning for the at‐

tack, and acquiring the prey," which then becomes a kind of "trophy" (Formanek,

2006). Philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote, "Collectors are people with a tactical in‐

stinct" (1931).
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"The Desire and the Satisfaction," by Dutch artist Jan

Theodore Toorop, 1893. Musee d"Orsay, Paris. It is hu‐

man nature not to be satisfied.

Source: Bridgeman Images. Used with permission.

"The Porcelain Collector," by Belgian artist Alfred Emile

Stevens, 1868. North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh.

Both men and women collect. Depicted here, a woman

collector.

Source: Photo credit: Gift of Dr. and Mrs. Henry C.

Landon III/Bridgeman Images. Used with

permission.
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