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Handbook for Creating an 
Archive of Poverty

  

Introduction 

Within Late Capitalism in the United States, Poverty is a condition of material necessity, 

with broad definitions, connotations and associations; “the acute and/or chronic inability 

to meet one’s own, and one’s dependents’ material needs” (Scheumaker 360). 

Conditions of poverty (within this definition) pose a unique challenge to conservation 

and archiving of material culture, as scarcity of material causes what little that does 

exist to be used and reused until it is no longer recognizable (Scheumaker 360). In this 

way the few remaining artifacts of poverty become evidence of larger ephemeral 

actions, repeated gestures and performances evoked in order to invisibly relieve the 



tight strains of material lacking. These ephemeral actions are not easily granted the 

dignity of preservation or historicization. 

What can be archived is determined by the physical nature of the site of the archive. 

Many forms of archives exist with a myriad of functions (government archives, historical 

societies, museums, religious archives, special collections, etc.) Acting as a repository 

for societal memory, the institutional archive “preserves, reserves, protects, patrols, 

[and] regulates” (Voss and Werner i) cultural memory and knowledge. However, 

determinations of notability as well as requirements of a physical space and resources 

to create and maintain an archive create spaces of privilege (Talwar 1). According to 

Jacques Derrida, the power of the archive stems from its function as both the physical 

place of documents as well as the source of interpretation of these documents. This 

results in a disparity in representation of the experiences of poverty within any system of 

archives, with the goal of preserving memory for posterity. 

Experiences within poverty are vastly different from one individual to another (as they 

are in any condition of the human experience). In a gesture of awareness of this 

significance of individual experience, the Archive of Poverty is made up of organized 

entries of an autobiographical nature. The entries may take the form of descriptive 

language or physical objects. This gesture of preservation of personal experience 

symbolically democratizes the power of archiving and historicizing memory.   

Proposition of An Archive of Poverty 

As a resolution to systemic issues of representation within institutional archives, the 

creation of a radical, personal and autobiographical Archive of Poverty is proposed. The 



curation of this archive will be based on a set of limitations specifically creating an 

archive which is structured upon a lifestyle of minimal resources and maximum mobility. 

This series of limitations will simulate the effects of poverty on an undertaking of 

personal archiving. These limitations were devised through research as well as personal 

experience. A bibliography of research and appendix of personal experience will 

accompany the handbook.  

Appraisal 

This handbook will casually explore theoretical forms of an Archive of Poverty through 

criteria which are sensitive to the restraints of poverty on accumulation and 

conservation of material objects: portability, necessity, and functionality.   

Criterion I: Portability   
Language as a representation of something which exists in physicality lends itself to the 

needs of the Archive of Poverty. A word is possibly the most portable form of most 

things, relying on the symbolism of sign and signified rather than a material presence to 

represent itself. In an effort to conserve valuable physical space, some of the objects 

within the Archive of Poverty will be converted into descriptive text. Rooted in nostalgia, 

the processes of collection of physical objects, creating written descriptions of the 

objects, and accumulation of these into the form of an archive is the basis of creating a 

manageable record of the experiences of poverty. This record may be carried from 

apartment to couch to shelter to street with minimal space wasted. Functioning as a 

souvenir, this language “contracts the world in order to expand the personal” (Stewart 



xii) and allows one to carry memories without the impractical burden of stability. It is 

suggested that one writes small. 

If the object simply cannot be reduced to descriptive text, it is suggested that it meet 

both Necessity and Functionality requirements. 

Criterion II: Necessity 
While the conversion of objects into language in the Archive of Poverty conserves 

physical space, the restraints of poverty will inevitably require a further limitation of 

space. Descriptive language can be lengthy, and entries into the Archive must be 

curated. Abandoning traditional concepts of material value and historical importance, 

the Archive of Poverty curates entries based on their utilitarian functionality. The Archive 

of Poverty asks, “Is this thing food? Is it shelter? Will it prevent pregnancy or will it make 

you happy? Is this thing really necessary?” If not, there is no room for it. 

An object or word fulfilling multiple functions will be privileged over an object or word 

fulfilling one function. The Archive of Poverty requests that each entry meet the 

necessity requirement, or it will be subject to removal when the Archive’s capacity 

(which is currently both unknowable and infinitely small) is reached. The Archive’s 

capacity is based on what one can wear, swallow, smoke or carry. The Archive is 

curated by hard decisions.  

Criterion III: Functionality 
An entry into the Archive of Poverty which serves multiple functions will be less likely to 

be removed when the Archive reaches capacity or is forced to move under duress. For 



instance, A parka that doubles as a small tent that doubles as an entry in the Archive is 

more likely to remain in the Archive than just a parka, or just a small tent.  In this sense, 1

words that have multiple meanings, or are contractions are also more likely to remain in 

the Archive. Appropriated language is also considered in both of its functions (original 

context and poetic context). However, a thing to consider is whether you will need to 

use up your entry in order to survive later on, removing it from the Archive. Archiving a 

consumable is likely to result in the eventual disappearance of the consumable from the 

Archive. It is important to remember to not eat the Archive. 

While the Archive of Poverty gestures towards the primary goal of archiving 

(preservation for posterity), in reality, its criteria and conditions do not facilitate this goal. 

In this way, the Archive of Poverty is mimetic of the Sisyphian struggle of survival within 

poverty. Each criteria was created to reflect facets of my personal relationships with 

material objects, collection and archiving from the perspective of having endured 

absolute poverty  for a significant period of time. 2

 https://news.artnet.com/art-world/sleeping-bag-coat-for-syrian-refugees-414407 Art students 1

designed a sleeping bag/coat/tent intended for refugees

 “absolute poverty” is defined by federal poverty level guidelines as a yearly income for a single 2

person of lower than $9,367  

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/sleeping-bag-coat-for-syrian-refugees-414407


What I Can Keep Close To My 
Body (Content Standards For 
Experimental Forms Of An 
Archive Of Poverty) 

Incorporated, Reduced and Combined Forms 



This discussion of experimental forms for the Archive of Poverty will focus on forms 

which are incorporated, reduced, and combined. These material forms reflect the 

constraints of poverty through their consideration of the body’s basic needs, limitations 

and capabilities. Each form will be appraised for inclusion in the Archive based on its 

merits of portability, necessity and functionality (the established criterion of appraisal for 

entries into the Archive of Poverty). These experimental forms exist in contradiction to 

domiciliation and permanence (generally associated with archiving) and are informed 

instead by the immediate needs, limitations  and capabilities of the physical body— 

needs and limitations accentuated and exacerbated by conditions of poverty and 

scarcity. The contradictory nature of a mostly-impermanent archive gestures to the 

futility of labors associated with survival, poverty and scarcity. 

Domiciliation
Domiciliation refers to the dwelling (housing) of documents of the archive in a specific 

physical place, an institution, serving a function of both protecting and officializing an 

archive. “the archives [were] a place of preservation under the jurisdiction of a public 

authority. The place, by providing the documents with trustworthiness, gave them the 

capacity of serving as evidence and continuing memory of action.” (Duranti 2). Much of 

the discussion of the Archive of Poverty surrounds this physical location of an archive 

(or a lack thereof) and provides an alternative model based on (private) individual 

bodies as opposed to (public) civic bodies. This is the primary contradiction 

preconceived within the Archive of Poverty, and subverts the assumptions of an archive 

existing past any individual lifetime. The Archive of Poverty, through its self-effacing and 



self-erasing actions, casts doubts on the ability of memory to live past any one person, 

despite their access to resources. The Archive of Poverty protects itself with portability. 

The Archive of Poverty will still exist if it is evicted. 

Forms of the Archive
A tattooed archive will be discussed as the institutional center of the Archive of Poverty, 

inscribed into the body and representative of incorporation. Concentrates will be 

presented as any reduction of physical material with the retention of value, and a 

methodology for increasing portability of necessary objects (a method of bringing all 

belongings, in some way, closer to the body). A portmanteau will act as an extension of 

the Inscribed Body, housing the unincorporated contents of the Archive and serving a 

function of consignation, or a gathering together of signs. A portmanteau is the archival 

threshold.  



fig. 1



A Tattoo

The Archive of poverty maintains its institutional center incorporated within the Body in 

the form of tattoos. These tattoos represent a finalized entry into the Archive, a passing 

beyond the archii limes (archival threshold) of external objects and finalizing bodily 

incorporation. The tattoos represent entries in the Archive as descriptive language or 

corresponding numbers. The institutionalization of the Body as the center of the Archive 

and the implicit mortality of the Archive within those physical constraints stands in 

opposition to the permanence of domiciliation of archives and the requisite “institutional 

passage from the private to the public” (Derrida 2). The Archive of Poverty remains 

somewhat public but mostly private (in the sense that its institution is contained on the 

surface of the body— the skin, that permeable intermediary between interior and 

exterior), portable, and impermanent. 

If the Archive of Poverty is inscribed into the subcutaneous layer of skin it will not be lost 

until its substrate dies. “The antithesis of the locket is the tattoo. The tattoo creates not 

depth but additional surface…The locket is always threatened by loss, for its magic is 

dependent upon possession. But the tattoo is indelible,  and in the sense that all 

ownership proper implies potential separation and loss, it cannot be “owned.” It 

represents incorporation…” (Stewart 127). If the archive becomes you, it can’t be taken 

away from you.

Best Practices For Tattooing the Archive 

It is recommended that the Archivist learn to tattoo herself. The following supplies 

should be obtained:



A Pencil

A sewing needle

A jar lid

A bottle of black ink

String

Rubbing alcohol

First, clean the skin with rubbing alcohol because blood infections are expensive to treat 

and death puts the Archive at risk. Then draw the entry on the skin with a ball point pen. 

Once the skin is prepared, the inscription tool is created. You stick the sewing needle 

into the pencil’s eraser and wrap the needle with string so just the tip is exposed. Then 

pour the black ink into the jar lid and dip the needle into the ink. The wrapped string will 

act as a wick. Then you poke into the skin just enough to where it sticks a little bit to the 

needle. Follow the lines you drew at the beginning. It is painful and it takes a long time. 

You will remember a tattooed entry into the Archive.  



fig. 2



A Concentrate 

A substance which has had the majority of its base component removed, a concentrate 

is a potent reduction of the substance which can be easily transported and then 

reconstituted for use. For the purposes of the Archive of Poverty, any entry exhibiting a 

simultaneous decrease of material and retention of value, significance or meaning is 

considered a concentrate. When you lose weight because you’ve been hungry for three 

weeks your body becomes a concentrate. When you lose most everything, what you 

have left becomes a concentrate. In the form of language, contractions, acronyms, and 

abbreviations are concentrates. Frozen orange juice concentrate is also a concentrate.

A thoughtful reduction of materiality brings what remains closer to the body. It is easier 

to carry a concentrate and keep a concentrate and reconstitute a concentrate when 

space and resources are more readily available.     

Method
Combine what is left and whatever else you can scrape from the sides in medium 

saucepan. Stir whatever is left and whatever else over medium heat until it dissolves. 

Increase the heat and bring to a boil. Reduce heat to medium and simmer 3 minutes. 

Chill thoroughly. DO AHEAD: Concentrate can be made up to 10 years ahead. Cover 

and keep refrigerated. 





fig. 3



A Portmanteau 

Referring to either a large suitcase opening in two equal parts, a word fusing the sounds 

and meanings of separate words, and more generally, consisting of or combining two or 

more separable aspects or qualities, a portmanteau acts as an archival threshold, the 

space where the entries into the archive are identified, interpreted, and authenticated. 

Within the Archive of Poverty, the portmanteau serves a purpose of consignation, in the 

sense of “gathering together signs” (Derrida 3). A portmanteau serves a function of 

imposing portability on its contents, neatly meeting each of the three requirements for 

entry into the Archive (portability, necessity and functionality). 

A portmanteau is the furthest reach of the Archive of Poverty into the extended self/

space of the Bourgeoise interior. Eventually, the contents of the Portmanteau will be 

entered into the Body/Archive by being tattooed.  



Conclusion
The Archive of Poverty is institutionalized within the body and thus places primary 

importance on the survival of the body. Each component of the Archive is mimetic of the 

constraints of poverty on the physical body through its incorporation, reduction, or 

combination. Appraisals of entries into the Archive are based on increasing closeness to 

the body and subsequent increased permanence within the lifetime of the body. The 

tattooed entries represent the furthest incorporation of the entry into the Body/Archive, 

while concentrates and a portmanteau act as an archii limes, or archival threshold, 

which exists outside (but close to) the body. The inherent mortality of the Archive of 

Poverty subverts many basic premises of archival theory and asks, simply, how do I 

remember my poverty? 
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Everything Left Behind 

12 pairs of underwear. 2 training bras. 2 bathings suits. 20 t-shirts. 6 pairs of jeans. 4 

skirts. 8 pairs of shorts. 2 jackets. 5 sweaters. 6 pairs of shoes. Approximately 1,000 

bobby pins. 7 hair scrunchies. 1 bottle of no tears shampoo, nearly empty. 1 bottle of 

conditioner, two thirds full. 15 bottles of nail polish. 1 bottle of nail polish remover, nearly 

empty. 1 purple backpack, heavily worn. 1 pleather handbag, almost new. 1 calendar 

with pictures of kit- tens in black and white. 5 binders full of handwritten notes and 

assignments. 150 picture books. 92 big kid books. 23 stuffed animals. 1 porcelain tea 

set. 1 lavender comforter. 8 contour sheets, urine stained. 1 plastic mattress cover, 

ripped and urine stained. 1 silver gooseneck lamp. 1 wooden desk with six drawers. 1 

twin mattress. 1 inch of dust. 20 pairs of underwear. 3 bras. 1 two-piece bathing suit. 10 

t-shirts, mostly black. 3 pairs of jeans, ripped thoroughly. 6 skirts. 10 pairs of shorts. 2 

hoodies. 5 belts. 5 pairs of shoes. Approximately 1,500 bobby pins. 1 can of hairspray. 1 

palette of eyeshadows, neon colors, mostly used. 3 tubes of red lipstick. 2 tubes of 

purple lipstick. 1 chair in shape of high heel shoe. 1 zebra print sheet set, stained with 

menstrual blood. 4 diaries, mostly written in. 1 diary, mostly empty. Approximately 5,000 

soda can pop tabs. 1 table lamp with beaded shade. 1 large oak desk, punctured, 

stained with acrylic paint, written on, partially sand- ed. 1 twin mattress. 113 CDs. 7 

Assorted posters, mostly cats. 571 notes from Katie Fay, folded into triangles. 4 

sketchbooks, mostly filled up. 4 charcoal pencils. Set of 15 graphite pencils. 1 

skateboard. Box of Kotex tampons, 3 remaining. Roller skates, women’s size 8. 5 



decorative pillows, mostly floral. 1 30x40 framed poster of Benicio Del Torro in the movie 

Che, glass broken. 1 textbook, Oceanography. Approximately 100 bobby pins. 521 

illustrated love notes on Post Its, naive. 5 thongs: white lace, black lace, black with pink 

bows, grey, nude. 4 bras. 5 t-shirts, assort- ed from Goodwill. 10 blouses, varying 

shades of off white, ivory, eggshell, taupe, titanium. 6 blazers, black, blue-black, pilling 

black, black lace. 5 pairs of black slacks. 10 pairs of dark blue ankle socks, well worn. 4 

pairs of shoes, all heavily worn. Approximately 3,000 bobby pins. 1 box of q-tips, mostly 

empty. 1 box of tampons. Approximately 50 small bottles of hotel shampoo and 

conditioner in varying quantities. 1 bottle Clorox bleach. 1 bottle generic laundry 

detergent. 5 e-works name tags. 1 set of porcelain plates and bowls. 1 set of glass 

plates and bowls. 8 large glass tumblers. 1 set of aluminum cooking ware. 1 juicer. 1 

metal teapot. 1 coffee grinder. 1 french press. 1 bread machine. Mixed cheap 

silverware. 1 blender. 1 strainer. Set of Pyrex bowls. 5 wooden bar stools. 1 sectional 

couch. 5 decorative pillows. 3 large oriental rugs. 5 towels. 1 large portfolio filled with 

work from first two years of college. Box of assorted acrylic paints. Box of scrap paper. 

89 DVDs. 1 yellow orchid (not in bloom). 2 wall tapestries. 1 television stand. 2 

nightstands. 1 large computer desk. Approximately 20 matted drawings. 5 sketchbooks, 

full. 



Appendix of Personal 
Experience 

A
abandoned by father
apartment, first 
apartment, second
ate popcorn from the trash 

B
b, plan 
berated
bosses

C
college (see debt)
citalopram (see generics) 

D
debt 
delinquency
devastating occurence



E
efficiency 
eviction
exacerbated

F
fair (county) 
fair (state) 
fuck
food desert 

G
generics
ghetto 
grandparent(s)

H
health (declining)
help
high school (see diploma, see dropout)  
hungry

I
injured pride
insecurity
inebriation 

J
Junk

K
Kangaroo Express

L
lacking
left everything at the curb 
loan from school
loan from Amscot 

M
malnourishment 
minimum wage
mobility 

N



no, sorry

O
opportunity cost
out

P
pregnant friends 

Q
quarter (can I get a)

R
ramen 

S
Sav-A-Lot
security 
secondhand
suitcases 
Sisyphus (myth of) 

T
trivial
tuna 

U
underpaid
underfed 

V
virgin mobile 

W
ward of the state
without water

X
xxx

Y
you got that?

Z


