
Singh’s previous experience as a curator at the Museum of Contemporary 
Canadian Art and elsewhere. In this space remain the traces of the artist ‘at 
work’ as she translates the practice of curating into an activity that creates 
objects – in other words, from an immaterial to a material form of labour. 
And yet, as Jean-Paul Martinon observes, ‘curating is not the product of 
a subject in an assembly line; it is the result of a play of epistemic games 
that constantly put into question the limits of the subject and its practice’ 
(2013: 12). In striving to think outside the proper limits of curating through 
the making of art, Singh nevertheless brings into focus the need to account 
for the curator’s relationship to matter, bodies and space in the process of 
producing meaning that every act of curating entails. Ultimately, Uniforms 
for Non-Uniform Work asks visitors to consider the ways in which artworks 
are determined by the nature of curatorial practice and the extent to which 
curatorial discourse is shaped by its materiality.
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Fiona Tan’s Inventory (2012) is an intimate exploration of the Sir John Soane 
Museum in London. The once private residence houses Soane’s collection 
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of architectural models, fragments, and sculpture in situ. Focusing on the 
museum’s classical antiquities galleries, Inventory foregrounds the collec-
tion’s haphazard organization and excessive scale. Jointly commissioned 
by MAXXI and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Tan spent four days 
documenting the space using six different formats of film and video. The 
resulting multi-projection installation allowed her to pan and zoom over 
various areas of the collection simultaneously, creating a quietly over-
whelming experience, which appears to aptly mirror the feeling of visiting 
the museum itself.

The Soane Museum belongs to a specialized category of institu-
tions that preserve not only objects, but act as time capsules for anti-
quated modes of display. Along with other notable examples such as the 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum (Boston) and the Barnes Foundation 
(Philadelphia), the collection is displayed as its collector arranged it. John 
Soane (1753–1837) was a prominent English architect of the neoclassical 
period, and a consummate collector preoccupied with Roman architec-
ture. Throughout the museum, Soane’s extraordinary exhibition spaces 
reflect a deeply personal sense of purpose – eschewing chronological or 
geographical arrangement in favour of idiosyncratic groupings.

Soane transformed his home into a museum while still occupying 
it, stipulating in his will that its specific arrangement be preserved for 

Fiona Tan, Inventory (2012), HD and video installation, installation view, 16: 30. Photo: courtesy of the 
artist and Frith Street Gallery.
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the public. Susan Stewart suggests that the function of a collection ‘is 
not restoration of the context of origin, but rather the creation of a new 
context, a context standing in a metaphorical, rather than a contiguous, 
relation to the world of everyday life’ (1993: 152). Soane’s displays reflect 
an eclectic aestheticized synthesis of architectural history, contextualizing 
his fragments as related instances of form, rather than a linear historical 
narrative. In an effort akin to Soane’s experiential approach, Tan moves 
her camera(s) through the space in a meditative, wandering manner. She 
allows the museum to speak for itself, playing more with her medium 
than her subject matter. Soane’s compulsions are explored as a means 
of confronting the nature of collecting, which at its core is an attempt to 
confront the allusiveness of posterity.

During its run at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Inventory was 
installed in the Perelman Building, a quiet and less frequented space 
located across the street from the main exhibition halls. The relative isola-
tion was well suited given the contemplative nature of the piece – allowing 
visitors to find themselves alone in the gallery for extended periods of 
time. Over the course of the roughly seventeen-minute work, an uneven 
grid of six projections slowly flickers on and off across the far wall of a long 
narrow room. The darkened empty space stretching to the sides of the 
work allowed the viewer to maintain a sense of reprieve from the excess 
depicted. Tan’s images are accompanied a subtle low-key soundtrack 
composed by the artist. Although instrumental, it is ambient and feels 
natural, serving the work appropriately in its simplicity by drawing the 
viewer into the depicted space. Despite multiple layers of moving image 
and sound, there is a characteristic stillness here, which seems to be at 
the centre of Tan’s work. Inventory is an exercise in making multiplicity a 
means of distillation.

Soane’s preoccupation with the preservation of architectural histo-
ries would seem to reflect his own sense of mortality. As an architect, he 
understood all too well the adverse effects of time on the built environ-
ment. Likewise, Tan’s use of now obsolete formats in the production of 
Inventory is an endeavour to arrange and display the history of her own 
medium. By situating a lineage of formats side-by-side (Super-8, 16mm 
and 35mm film, Video8, DV, and HD video), Tan illuminates a certain 
history of looking. The work is, in part, an investigation into the act of 
documentation and its media – most specifically the qualities and limits 
of the moving image as a tool for recording space, and a mode of remem-
brance. Tan exploits the inherent qualities of each format, allowing colour 
casts, grain and aspect ratios to dictate the presentation of each piece of 
footage.

Although relatively new within the history of record-making tools, 
moving image technology has evolved continuously and quickly – partic-
ularly since the invention of videotape in 1956. The visual qualities of 
film and video formats remain in constant flux. From a technical stand-
point, the physical (chemical) composition of each medium holds optical 
(in the case of film) or electronic (in the case of video) information amid 
layers of often-volatile plastic, metal and binding agents. These physical 
realities affect how well, and how long, recorded information will last. 
Moreover, the rapid, planned obsolescence of modern information media 
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promises increasingly superior documentary capacities, while simultane-
ously endangering the ability to maintain and access generations of film 
and video from the recent past.

Both Soane’s arrangements and Tan’s recordings are reflections on 
architecture, space and time – each an individual response to the affective 
qualities of material culture. Viewers are presented with these multitudes 
of statues, marbles, bronzes and ornaments not as an example of history’s 
presence, but the extent of its disappearance. Inventory illuminates an 
interplay between past and present that heightens the awareness of the 
various levels of mediation taking place within exhibition environments. 
In Gaston Bachelard’s renowned Poetics of Space, he suggests that ‘[w]e 
are never real historians, but always near poets’ (1994: 6), a statement that 
aptly illustrates the tendencies at play in Inventory. Ultimately, it is a work 
that functions more as a poem than an historical essay.
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