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TOTeM

‘Tales of  Things and Electronic Memory’‘Tales of  Things and Electronic Memory’‘Tales of  Things and Electronic Memory’‘Tales of  Things and Electronic Memory’

• Platform and technology to create physical and 
persistent links between objects and memoriespersistent links between objects and memories

• Personal narratives, digital media and ‘tagging’  
(QR codes, RFIDs) to make ‘explicit’ already 
implicit networks of meaning (Daniel Miller, 2008; 
Sherry Turkle, 2007)









Research angles

• Internet of things, geography of things, memory 
economy � changes in object ‘agency’ / ‘value’?
• Social applications and implications of tagging • Social applications and implications of tagging 

technology and personal narratives within a 
range of community settings
• Online community ‘from scratch’ � ethics, 

methodology, relationships between the ‘real’ 
and the virtual?





‘Affective’ dimensions

1. Objects as emotional ties 
between people

2. The Internet as public stage for 
personal (previously private) personal (previously private) 
stories 

3. ‘Affective fabrics’ of digital object 
memories:  
▫ Issues of emotional ‘disclosure’; 

user-generated vs. facilitated 
tales; who defines emotion?
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Morning routine
‘This manual coffee grinder has 
been an important part of my 
morning routine since 2006, 
and has followed me from 
Dresden, via Zurich to London.’ 
(added by anders , 16.04.2010)

Magnet light
‘The lamp in the fridge blew, and 
the spares shop is far away - but 
the pound shop is around the 
corner. 2 for £1.’ (pollux , 
16.04.2010)

(added by anders , 16.04.2010)
• ‘I have one similar to this. It 

has been in my family for 
as long as I can remember. 
My parents owned it and 
now I do (and I am a 
pensioner) and it still works 
wonderfully.’ ‐
ironjawcannon



‘mug of tea, with hearts on, its big. it makes me 
happy. I bought it to celebrate my first day at 
work at UCL, it now holds copious amounts of work at UCL, it now holds copious amounts of 
tea for me every day.’ (added by clairey_ross,
11.05.10) 

‘... Whether it was pix n' mix, cheap CDs, 
children's clothing or simply the friendly smile 
of staff members who had worked there for 30+ 
years, Woolies was always the place you went 
on a Saturday afternoon with your Mum! ...’ 
(added by jom , 09.05.2010



‘Collecting’
Art / 

Intervention

‘Advertising’



esteros del ibera
‘In 1998 I visited the incredible ibera swamps in 
northern argentina, and came across a man selling 
all manners of things. a sword caught my eye, and I 
asked what it was. He told me it was from 19th 
century wars. It was just 10 dollars (the tag is still 
visible) and I was suspicious, but what could I loose? 
...’ (added by lolovera , 17.05.10)

First Nelfa Querubim Ceramic Collection Item
‘... A friend during those years [...] brought me to Nelfa’s
studio in Miag-ao, Panay. It was an inspiring visit and got 
me and my soon-to-be-wife (I was married in 1984) 
Susie started with clay and ceramic collection. Up until 
today, we acquire glazed pottery from budding and 
celebrated artists for our collection.’ (added by aborrero , 
23.04.2010)



Grandpa's Book
‘My dad's father, my grandfather 
had some old, leather-bound 

Dad's penstand
‘I bought this penstand from had some old, leather-bound 

books, circia 1950. When he died, 
my dad inherited all of the books. A 
couple of years later, I rediscovered 
the old books. My dad said that I 
could have one of them, 'Twenty 
Thousand Leagues Under The Sea' 
and it is now my favourite book.’ 
(added by alexander_w_1998 , 
23.04.2010)

‘I bought this penstand from 
Mumbai for my dad. When I gifted 
him, his eyes watered and he 
return-gifted the same to me with 
the words - "My boy is now a man“.’ 
(added by shwetank , 26.5.2010)



‘When I was a child, as every child, I had my favourite toy. It was a 
small house that looked like a mushroom. It had a lift and a garage 
for a red sport car. The roof was blank with red circles on it and there 
was a family “living” inside the mushroom: father, mother, daughter 
and son. Also, there was a dog that was part of this family, but it used 
to stay outside, in a smaller mushroom home (suitable for a dog). I 
cannot say how many hours I spent playing with this mushroom 
called “Mundo Feliz" in Portuguese. I would translate it into English 
as Happy World... as Happy World... 

... It was almost the same: lift, dog’s house, 
garage. I bought it immediately... For 3 Euro. 
[...] When I arrived in Brazil and visited my mid-
sister to meet my niece - she was a baby at 
that time - I gave her “The Magic Three” [sic]. I 
cannot describe how I felt taking a photo of her 
playing with it. It was like a circle going on.’ 
(added by josipazbrazil , 27.05.2010)

my mushroom



Where to go from here...

� What kinds of stories get told in different on- and offline 
contexts? 
• How does the choice of media impact on whether (how) 

a story ‘works’? � Connections? Emotional disclosure?
▫ Social interaction on the site▫ Social interaction on the site
▫ Reflections within community settings

� Social benefits? � Technology as ‘(dis)enabler’? 
Network of people and object memories?

� Function of hidden and private things?
� Does sharing memories (emotions?) always build 

bridges? 
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