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It is fitting that the word “collection” is 

so vague, since what it attempts to define 

is equally broad. At its most basic level, a 

collection is just an accumulation of  matter, 

like sap drying on a tree. Collections are also 

groupings of  more systematically ordered 

objects, materials, and samples; or they 

might refer to the holdings of  a museum or 

gallery. Over the last six years, a variety of  

holdings have merged with the Woodstock 

Art Gallery’s collection, and many of  them 

are displayed for the first time in The Loved 

Object. As an exhibition that exists because of  

the desire to collect, its intent is to reflect on 

the issues that surround the act of  collecting.

Gallery collections share many similarities 

with the informal collections that people 

create in their homes. This lack of  distinction 

between collections is found in gallery 

practices and the donations featured in The 

Loved Object. Collections from the Museum 

of  Inuit Art, Ross and Fran McElroy, and 

Karen Mulhallen are used to consider how 

personal collections are often as strong as 

or more revealing than institutional ones. 

Objects are constantly moving between all 

manner of  collections, and many private 

collectors have a specialized knowledge 

about what they acquire. Personal collections 

also range in their intentionality: some 

people collect items that they come across 

by chance, like vacation souvenirs, while 

others will dedicate themselves to finding a 

single specific object. Whether they consist 

of  a personal selection of  fridge magnets or 

an institutionally curated collection of  oil 

paintings, all collections speak about their 

creator and cultural context. My belief  in the 

equality of  collections is shaped by French 

cultural critic Jean Baudrillard’s writing on 

collecting.
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POETRY f rom th e  PROSAIC

The chapter “A Marginal System: Collecting” 

in Baudrillard’s 1968 book The System of  

Objects challenges distinctions between 

personal and professional collections. It 

delves into the economics and psychology 

of  collecting, proposing that collections offer 

mental control over and escape from social 

life. The collector’s control comes from 

the ability to possess, organize, and confer 

meaning onto objects that represent abstract 

concepts like time or history. According 

to Baudrillard, a collection relies on its 

creator for meaning but does not protest the 

emotional meaning given to it.1

Arguing that the type of  object collected 

is less important when compared to the 

collection’s relationship to the world, he 

writes that:

Artistic masterpieces may be 

collected with the same regressive 

fanaticism as cheese labels; on the 

other hand, children who collect 

stamps are continually swapping 

them with their friends. No iron-

clad connection exists, therefore, 

between a collection’s thematic 

complexity and its real openness to 

the outside world.2

The item collected matters much less when 

compared to how the collection relates to its 

wider cultural context. About a collection’s 

complexity and openness, Baudrillard writes 

that the perceived sophistication of  the object 

is not related to the value of  the collection. A 

child’s collection of  baseball cards might be 

just as revealing about the habits and culture 

of  a specific time period as a collection of  

cubist paintings owned by a businessman.
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Applying Baudrillard’s thinking about the 

equality of  collected objects makes it much 

easier to challenge distinctions between 

personal and institutional collections. Objects 

commonly move between both types of  

collections, never permanently resting in one 

or the other. Usually, items move from private 

owners to public institutions. However, 

objects may also leave gallery collections. For 

example, in 2015, the Art Gallery of  Ontario 

(AGO) reviewed its collection and decided to 

deaccession, or remove, duplicate prints from 

its permanent collection. After the rigorous 

deaccessioning process, the AGO decided 

to sell duplicate prints from European 

masters to other institutions. Through this 

process, the Woodstock Art Gallery (WAG) 

acquired James Abbott McNeill Whistler’s 

lithograph The Smith’s Yard, among other 

European prints. Objects like Whistler’s 

print usually leave a public collection after a 

change in their value or, in the case of  the 
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AGO, a change in their mandate that had 

them acquire multiple versions of  prints. 

Just because an object enters an institutional 

collection does not mean it will remain locked 

away at the same location forever. Although 

museums, galleries, and archives face more 

checks and balances in the deaccessioning 

process, they can resemble Baudrillard’s 

stamp-swapping children.

POSSESSION PASSION

Mere months ago, many of  the works in our 

exhibition were stored in a collector’s home 

or faced an uncertain future at the Museum 

of  Inuit Art (MIA) in Toronto. The stories 

and labour of  each collector featured in The 

Loved Object are a testament to the shifting 

borders between institutions and the valuable 

insight offered by private collections. The 

knowledge, narratives, and methods behind 

each collection question assumptions about 

the professionalism of  personal collections 

and the permanence of  the institution.

In 2016, the WAG received Malaya 

Akulukjuk’s Untitled (Hunters, Animals, 

Creatures, and Two Igloos) along with many 

of  her drawings as part of  a donation of  

over 200 other Inuit artworks from the 

MIA. This donation was received after 

the MIA closed its doors due to declining 

revenue and visitor numbers. The museum 

was forced to deaccession, or disperse, its 

vast collection. The MIA’s collection was 

originally composed of  up to 1000 drawings, 

sculptures, ceramics, prints, and examples 

of  textile art.3 Deaccessioning from a 

collection is fairly common, but it is rare for 

an institution to dissolve its entire collection. 

The MIA’s situation challenges assumptions 

about the permanence of  gallery collections. 
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Changing demographic, environmental, 

infrastructural, and cultural factors might 

spell the end for a museum’s holdings.

More Inuit works in the form of  prints, 

sculptures, clothing, and tools were donated 

by Ross and Fran McElroy in 2017. The 

McElroys acquired their Inuit artworks 

while providing dental services to Nunavut 

communities in the summer of  1969. They 

travelled between Kinngait (Cape Dorset), 

Hall Beach, and Igloolik, using military 

surplus dental equipment to treat patients. 

Ross and Fran were warmly received by 

each community because of  the valuable 

service they offered. At each stop, artists and 

craftspeople would approach the couple, 

offering to sell their creations. The McElroys 

welcomed the opportunity to support each 

settlement by purchasing the work of  these 

local artists. The different pieces that they 

collected in Nunavut in 1969 act like a 

capsule collection. This group of  objects 

captures a specific personal, geographical, 

and historical context of  increasing Western 

cultural influence in Nunavut. It also 

marks increasing Canadian recognition of  

Inuit artistic traditions. The tools, prints, 

sculptures, photographs, and experiences 

that the McElroys collected are valuable for 

their status as a comprehensive body where 

the objects speak amongst themselves.

In the spring of  2018, Karen Mulhallen, 

professor emerita at Ryerson University 

and editor of  the literary magazine 

Descant, donated twenty-four artworks 

to the WAG collection. Her academic 

focus and understanding of  eighteenth-

century illustration were her main motives 

for acquiring prints of  the same genre. 

As Mulhallen was finishing her doctoral 

dissertation in 1975, she acquired her first 

eighteenth-century engravings, including 
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Taste in High Life. In 2011, a complete series 

of  A Rake’s Progress was given to her as a 

gift by her PhD supervisor, G.E. Bentley 

Jr., in thanks to Mulhallen for organizing a 

publication and symposium around Bentley’s 

published work. Mulhallen built a strong 

collection of  eighteenth-century books and 

prints, but was also attracted to materials 

like nineteenth-century Bristol vases and 

1920s Tiffin Ohio geometric black glass 

wares.4 Mulhallen clearly states that she is an 

acquirer, rather than a collector. Collecting 

implies an accumulation of  closely related 

objects, but the act of  acquiring suggests an 

active role in choosing and understanding 

the social, ritual, and exchange values of  the 

desired object.

Personal and institutional collections are 

more similar than they might appear. Both 

types of  collections contain valuable objects, 

but private collections have more intriguing 

stories as to why a certain person came to 

acquire a certain object. Karen Mulhallen’s 

highly specialized knowledge about what she 

acquired challenges assumptions about a lack 

of  professionalism in personal collections. 

The type of  object donated to the institution 

matters less than what it can say about a 

specific culture, person, or time period. In 

the case of  the McElroys, they acquired 

clothing, toys, and tools that eventually 

became part of  an art gallery collection. It 

is the collection’s openness, or ability to talk 

about a specific cultural context, that makes 

it valuable.

In their lifetime, masterpieces and cheese 

labels continually move among any number 

of  commercial, personal, and institutional 

collections. The permanent collections of  

museums and galleries are more permeable 

than they might seem. Although personal 

collections do not always contain the 
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masterworks associated with larger museums, 

those same institutions consistently rely 

on the specialized care and knowledge of  

private collectors.

ILLUSTRATED WORKS

All artworks owned by the Woodstock Art 
Gallery. Dimensions in cm height x width.

Cover Image
Samuel Phillips, Taste in High Life (after 
William Hogarth) (detail), 1808, Etching on 
paper, 71 x 53.

1 Rita Letendre, Mishnak, 1977, Serigraph on 
paper, 101.5 x 71.1.

2  Michael Thomas Bidner, Rugby, 1976, 
Lithograph on paper, 76 x 57.

3  James Abbott McNeill Whistler, The Smith’s 
Yard, Transfer lithograph on wove paper, 
26.8 x 20.6.

4  Malaya Akulukjuk, Untitled (Hunters, 
Animals, Creatures, and Two Igloos), c. 
1973, Embroidery floss on felt, 87.5 x 48.

5  Ross McElroy, Inuit Woman Selling Her 
Dolls, 1969, Chromogenic print, 15.2 x 10.2.

6  Annie Pootoogook, Making Kamiks, 2002, 
Coloured pencil and ink on paper, 51 x 66.
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