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Each suitcase has been folded around with milk-white tissue paper and tied carefully with unbleached cotton tape. They are photographed straight on, square to the
camera, showing the creases and puckers of the archival paper, and the shape of the
case beneath. A photographic sequence is traced as someone, invisible to the viewer,
unwraps the cases and opens them up. Inside lie empty medicine bottles and crumpled
pill packets. A half-smoked cigar. Faded bus tickets and dog-eared datebooks in the
color palette of an earlier age. Vivid shades of green burst into view, nestled in a scuffle
of beige and tans. Hairbrushes and teaspoons jostle for space among folded and tattered letters and carefully clipped newspaper cuttings.
The items have been artfully arranged, collage-like, as composed as a scrapbook.
There is a sense too of searching through belongings, gently edging things aside in a
delicate excavation of the contents. The viewer approaches almost tentatively as the
camera gradually moves closer, focusing intently on some objects, the others receding
into the fuzzy background of a shallow depth of field. What meaning can be sought and
found in these forgotten assemblages? What can be recognized, and what remains out
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of view? These questions seem to underwrite the photographs of Jon Crispin, who has
been methodically recording more than 400 suitcases rescued from an attic space in
what used to be Willard Psychiatric Center, in upstate New York. Crispin’s photographs
encourage an intimate interaction with the objects left behind, and a meditation on the
lives and deaths of the people who owned them. The images that he produces seem
born of an ethos of care; somehow his pictures find meaning in juxtaposition and in so
doing evoke a constellation of submerged and almost-lost relationships.
The suitcases came to public notice in 1995 after they were found by Beverly Courtwright, a former employee of the Willard facility. While taking an inventory of the building
contents she found hundreds of pieces of luggage in the attic of the old Pathology Lab
building. Many held the possessions of former patients, and they ranged in date from
the turn of the twentieth century into the late 1960s. They were accessioned into the
permanent collection of the New York State Museum in Albany, NY, where each case
and its contents were carefully catalogued and conserved under the direction of curator Craig Williams. A 2004 exhibit and an associated book by Darby Penney and Peter
Stastny, The Lives They Left Behind: Suitcases From A State Hospital Attic (2008),
laid out the history of the Willard Hospital and described some of the patient histories.
Founded in 1869 as a state asylum for the chronically insane, Willard was situated on the
shore of Seneca Lake, and constructed to a pastoral and self-sufficient design (Dwyer
1987, 8–9). Historian Ellen Dwyer notes that although the facility was an improvement
on county poorhouses and the abusive treatment at state-run acute care asylums, it
“quickly became a permanent home for many New Yorkers with few social resources:
unskilled foreigners, female domestics, the senile old” (Dwyer 1987, 3). The suitcases
belonged to a vulnerable population, and they provide an insight into the fractured lives
of those who lived and died within the asylum until its closure in 1995. Today Willard
operates as a substance abuse treatment center operated by the New York State
Department of Correctional Services.
In March 2011 Jon Crispin was given permission to begin photographing the suitcases
held at the New York State Museum, a task which he has been documenting on a dedicated website (http://www.willardsuitcases.com) and on his blog (http://joncrispinposts.
com). An exhibit of his work was shown at the Exploratorium in San Francisco as “The
Changing Face of What is Normal” from April 2013 to September 2014. The exhibit
juxtaposed his photographs with some of the suitcases, and with poetry by psychiatrist
and poet Karen L. Miller. In this photo-essay, Jon Crispin and I discuss his work, the
suitcases, and what the project offers for archaeologies of the contemporary world.
ZC: In the 1980s you undertook a project to document abandoned asylum buildings in
New York State. This culminated in the exhibit “Silent Voices”, funded by the New York State
Council on the Arts. How did this previous work inform the suitcases project? I wonder if
you feel that this background encouraged a different approach to the suitcases?
JC: My previous work on nineteenth-century New York State asylum buildings is only connected to
the suitcase project in that the Willard Asylum was one of four institutions I photographed back in the
’80s. I did not become aware that there was a collection of suitcases in an attic at Willard until after
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they were rediscovered in 1995. But as a photography project the two are quite different. With the
photographs of the buildings, I never moved the artifacts around to arrange a shot. What intrigued
me about the spaces was that the state closed the buildings and then basically walked away from
them. My goal was to document that abandonment as I found it. The suitcases presented me with a
substantial change in approach, as they had been completely catalogued and preserved by the New
York State Museum. This meant unwrapping each object and then setting up a “tableau”. As I don’t
consider myself a studio photographer this was challenging, to say the least. Several years after I
had been shooting the cases I had the opportunity to photograph the attic, and it felt really great to
get back to documenting exactly what I found when the door was opened.
ZC: Ellen Dwyer has noted that what patients thought of Willard is largely unknown: “Few
ever left Willard, and their correspondence with families has not been saved” (Dwyer 1987,
12). The suitcases seem to speak mostly to the lives of the patients before they came to
Willard, but did you find any traces of their time at Willard itself in the suitcases? What kind
of objects and documentation did patients keep?
JC: Ellen did her work on Willard in the 1980s, and the suitcases weren’t discovered until almost a
decade later. So this tremendous resource was not available to her when she was doing her research.
There is actually quite a large amount of information in the cases that reflects what patients were
thinking and feeling while they were at Willard. Some kept diaries that were quite detailed as to what
day-to-day life was like. I have also come across many letters that were written and never mailed,
and there is a great deal of correspondence from family members that reflects directly on concerns
that patients had. I have spoken to former employees who have anecdotal stories about transporting
long-time patients to other facilities when Willard was closed by the state. One nurse whose job it
was to drive the van said many of the older residents were in tears about leaving a place they called
home for most of their adult lives.

JC: That change came about largely because a follower of my Wordpress site (joncrispinposts.com)
commented on a collection of images that I put up following a day of shooting. She noted that it was
unnecessary for her to know the medical diagnoses of the owners of the cases, as she preferred
building an imagined life from the objects that she felt defined them quite clearly. That was like the
proverbial light bulb going off over my head. I love the fact that viewers of the photos can create their
own ideas about the patients, just from looking at the images. And it totally frees me up to concentrate
on what I do best, which is to take pictures.
ZC: What I notice is that you’re dealing with the same odd tensions that we deal with as
archaeologists: on the one hand a strangely intimate feeling of access to past individuals
through the traces they leave behind – and on the other a need to find broader patterns
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ZC: You’ve mentioned that when you first started photographing the cases you’d planned
to research the medical records of the people who owned them, but that over time you
shifted away from this biographical approach to one that focused instead on the cases on
their own, as assemblages in their own right. Can you tell me something about why you
came to this decision, and what it offers you as a photographer?
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in the traces in order to tell stories that are about more than these odd quotidian details.
It seems from what you’ve said about not researching individual medical histories, that in
your work you’ve made the decision to foreground your experience of the traces, rather
than aiming to write broader histories?
JC: For me, it is all about those traces. No doubt there is an intimate connection to the owners of the
cases that comes from having access to such personal belongings. Sometimes when I am photographing I am overwhelmed by the sense that the Willard patients were real people and I have been given
a unique opportunity to feel close to them. This struck me for example with an unfinished cigar that
I found in L. W. M.’s case, which presents a graphic illustration of an interrupted life. I have come to
realize that I need to feel that connection in order to foster a sense of feeling between the patients
and viewers of the photographs.
ZC: This reminds me of something Kathleen Stewart writes about in her 2007 book Ordinary Affects. She talks about this involuntary and powerful way in which objects like the
suitcases draw us into a kind of participation with them. She says “they can sure pull the
subject into places it didn’t exactly ‘intend’ to go” (Stewart 2007, 40). And this is something that is familiar to archaeologists too. Whether it’s scraping back the earth to see a
pottery vessel dropped and broken by someone hundreds of years ago, or it’s unfolding a
newspaper clipping, like those cut out by Mary R. in the 1940s – there is in this moment an
almost miraculous sense of connection with the past and with past people. The shoelace
of Joseph A.’s boot, for example, its ends frayed and shortened, but the knot still tightly
tied after all these years. You can almost feel someone’s fingers on the cord, fumbling to
loop one length around the other.
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JC: Oh yes! That is where we experience a common reaction to our work. It is so cool to share that
same “miraculous sense of connection”, even though we come from such different backgrounds in
our approach to the objects.
ZC: Your photographs capture it somehow, and this interests me. Because in searching
for ways to make sense of these traces and to record and narrate them in a way that is
meaningful to others, as archaeologists we tend to lose hold of this fleeting feeling. It’s also
lost in the archival choices that we make, which forgo the affective connection with the
past in the service of thorough documentation. This is an archival project, but your gaze is
not that of an archivist. Somehow, you manage to capture something of that transient and
precious feeling of connection with another human life, across the decades. My sense from
the photographs is that you’re not so much documenting objects as documenting your
participation in this intimate affective encounter. This speaks to something you mention on
your blog, that you did not want to light the objects as if they were objects. What would it
mean for you to light objects as objects, and what choices have you made in lighting and
arranging the contents of the suitcases to avoid this?
JC: Very interesting comment Zoë, and helpful to let me in on the academic side of the equation. I can
understand why archaeologists might not have the emotional latitude to hold on to those feelings. But
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you have zeroed in on my reason for doing photo projects like this, which ultimately is to encourage
viewers to look at the pictures and get some sort of a feeling, and the more intense the better. I am
somewhat reluctant to use the word “art” about what I do, but if the goal of artists is to move people,
I guess that is what is going on with my work. At times, I feel a tremendous connection to the owners
of the suitcases just by being near to the objects. I will often stop shooting and allow that feeling to
wash over me. It sounds kind of corny to say it, but without that connection, I don’t see any way that
the pictures can have an impact.
In terms of how I choose to arrange the objects, it is not something I think too much about. In some
ways, my limitations as a photographer actually help me. I have never enjoyed studio work, nor was I
especially good at it. I want to arrange these objects without much thought. You might be surprised at
how fast I work in setting things up. Not having to think too much about where the objects go on my
background allows me to jump right in and look for details that interest me. Peggy Ross, my assistant,
helps me a ton here. It is no exaggeration to say that I could not have done this without her help. Aside
from keeping track of the individual objects and helping me unwrap and rewrap, she has a great eye
for detail and helps me see things I might otherwise miss. And she set up a complete database of
each case, and when we worked on it, which has been essential to our ability to keep things straight.
As for lighting, I was amused by a comment on one of the sites that ran an extensive story on the
project. A guy calling himself “Vegas Wedding Photographer” said that I clearly knew nothing about
studio lighting. I took it as a great compliment! I just want to avoid having the contents of the cases
look like products shot for an advertisement.

JC: Before I ran the first Kickstarter campaign (2011) to fund my work, I was quite sure I would shoot
only the most interesting of the cases, but I realized fairly early on that I might be the last person to
have such unlimited access to the collection. The purpose of my second Kickstarter (2014) was to be
able to do as complete a documentation of all the cases as I could. It just seemed so important for the
former patients and to the integrity of the collection to shoot every case. It is sometimes frustrating
to me to see the depth of materials and not be as complete as I would like to be. For example, there
are journals written by the patients during their stay at Willard of which I only have time to shoot a
few pages.
ZC: Yes, and it’s at moments like these that I see the archival impulse behind the photography, and a concern that archaeologists share, to document consistently and thoroughly,
regardless of how unimportant or uninspiring an artifact might appear to be. These objects
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ZC: Well it certainly works. It makes me think about the public presentation of the past, and
how difficult it is to evoke these kinds of affects in a scene of display. And much of it seems
to come from the dynamic of the photographs. The feeling of traveling alongside you as you
unpack them. The recognition that the power of the objects does not reside in the objects
alone, but rather emerges in their interaction with you. But also the acknowledgement that
this shared encounter is also partial and that much is missing. In that respect you made the
decision to give as much attention to the empty cases as to those that were full of things.
An example of that is the suitcase of Benjamin M., which contained only a toothpick and a
tiny scrap of green paper. This was a powerful decision, which gestures to what is absent
as much as the space filled by the suitcases’ contents.
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had been recorded and accessioned by the curators at the State Museum before you
came to them. I wonder how their curatorial decisions have influenced your photography?
How has the work of the museum guided your approach, and do you experience a tension
between their concerns and your own at times?
JC: You mention the toothpick photograph, which is really important to me. If it was significant
enough for the New York State Museum curators to preserve, it had to be photographed. I think it is
the clearest example of the care and consideration that was evident during the intake and cataloguing
of the objects. Having said that, I don’t think their decisions had any substantial impact on my work.
I give them a ton of credit for basically leaving me alone with the objects. There was zero oversight
about what images I made and what I have subsequently done with the pictures. Really, the only
direction given to me by the Museum concerned a legal issue with New York State privacy laws on
patient identification. State laws supersede federal Health Insurance Portability and Accountability
Act (1986) regulations, and are among the strictest in the country. This meant that I was given a hard
rule to hide surnames as a precondition of photographing the cases. Again, Benjamin M.’s case with
the toothpick is an example of this.
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ZC: In your blog you talk about the responses to the photographs that you’ve received
from people who have had experience of state mental health facilities. In the introduction
to this piece I mentioned the “ethos of care” that comes through in your photographs.
Given that you are photographing the belongings of vulnerable people who died relatively
recently, what kind of response have you had to the pictures? Have there been particular
ethical issues that have come up over the course of the project, especially in relation to
this question of identification?
JC: The response has been overwhelming. I never had any idea that I could reach so many people, and
receive such positive responses. Hundreds and hundreds of people have opened up to me about how
mental health issues have affected their lives. It is humbling, and as I said, at times overwhelming. I
try to respond to everyone who writes to me. The whole idea of the historical treatment of people with
mental health issues is so complex. I need to keep reminding myself that, while I have developed my
own thoughts on the topic, I am not so interested (or qualified) to voice my opinions. It is flattering to
be asked, but ultimately, I just want to speak through the photos.
I have learned so much about myself through the perceptions of people who see the photographs.
Coming to Columbia and speaking to faculty and students is a great example of this. So many intelligent people help me to put this work into the context of the larger world. As I move to the next phase
of the project, I hope to travel extensively and talk about the suitcases to anyone who will listen.
Throughout this project, I have always been driven by an immense respect for the owners of the
suitcases. My main ethical concern has been in regards to naming them. As I mentioned, New York
State laws are very restrictive about using the full names of individuals who were under care of the
state. I feel it is in a way disrespectful not to use their full names. The shame of mental illness had
kept many of their families from even acknowledging their existence. As I hope my work helps to
reclaim something of their lives, I would like to be able to use surnames. I can understand both sides
of the argument, but I am clear in my mind about where I stand on this. There is currently legislation
in front of the New York State Assembly (S840 A6386) to allow the records of people who died more
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than 50 years ago to be released to the public. I am confident that this will be enacted sometime in
the next few years, which will free me up to use complete names.
ZC: Jon thanks for taking us through your work, and exploring the power of these ephemeral things to evoke the patients of Willard. We discussed how some of the affective force
of the suitcases emerges through your encounter with them, but I’d like to finish by talking
briefly about the question of the relationship of individual items to each other. Because there
is meaning that also emerges from their juxtaposition as an assemblage. I’m thinking here
of Orhan Pamuk’s catalogue for the Museum of Innocence, where he talks about visiting
small museums on his travels. He says:
What I found most enthralling was the way in which objects removed from
the kitchens, bedrooms, and dinner tables where they had once been
utilized would come together to form a new texture, an unintentionally
striking web of relationships. (Pamuk 2012, 51–52)
Looking at your photographs I am struck by how they also draw attention to the enclosed
space of the suitcase and the way that it captures these things and puts them in relation to
one another. So it brings into view the “texture” of the assemblage, as much as the relationships of the contents of the suitcases to their past owner and their present viewers. Your
work has encouraged me to think more about this discrete space of the assemblage, how
it might be bounded in place, at least for a time, and the way in which this circumscription
itself conditions our understanding of the things contained. We talk a lot in archaeology
about how things are enmeshed in relationships with many other entities. But the suitcases
also show us assemblages that have been fixed in place for a time, and lead us to think
about the effort made to contain them and also perhaps to abbreviate or inhibit the growth
of relationships with others. Pamuk goes on to say that:
I realized that when arranged with love and care, objects in the museum
– an odd photograph, a bottle opener, a picture of a boat, a coffee cup, a
postcard – could attain a much greater significance than they had before.
(Pamuk 2012, 52)

JC: Zoë, thank you very much for your interest in the suitcases. It has been a fun and stimulating
discussion for me, and your perspective on the work has helped me to think in new ways about the
project.
Figures 1–19 ©2016 Jon Crispin; Figure 20 ©2012 Margaret Ross.
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Your photographs also show “with love and care” how important it is to think about the
work undertaken when things are not only assembled but also bounded, and the additional
valence that this delineation adds to the assemblage. This seems especially important in the
context of people who were denied agency and free circulation in the world. Thanks again
for your work on this project, and for agreeing to share some of the photographs with us.
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Nora M.’s suitcase (one of three pieces of luggage), wrapped by New York State Museum
conservators in acid-free tissue paper, 2013.

Exterior of Nora M.’s suitcase, 2013.
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Exterior of Chapin House at Willard, 1985.

Journal of Contemporary Archaeology
ISSN (print) 2051-3429 (online) 2051-3437

3.1 (2016) 103–120
DOI:10.1558/jca.v3i1.30524

© 2016 EQUINOX PUBLISHING LTD

Interior of Nora M.’s suitcase: shades of green nestled in a scuffle of beige and tans, 2013.
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Interior hallway of Chapin House at Willard, 1984. The building was torn down around 1986.

Mary R.’s case: the scene of display, as composed as a scrapbook, 2012.
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Mary R.’s case interior: carefully clipped newspaper items, 2012.
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Mary R.’s case: a delicate excavation, 2012.
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Attic storage space where suitcases were held at Willard, 2013.

Suitcases were organized by name and gender, 2013.
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Interior of Maude K.’s suitcase: the color palette of an earlier age, 2011.
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Unpacking Maude K.’s suitcase, 2011.
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Maude K.’s suitcase: glycerine bottle and sewing thread, 2011.

Peggy Ross, 2013.
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L.W. M.’s case: a half-smoked cigar; an interrupted life, 2013.
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Recording the suitcases. Peggy Ross in the background, thermos flask propping up the
suitcase lid, 2013.
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Joseph A.’s boot: its shoelace frayed and shortened, but the knot still tightly tied, 2014.

Benjamin M.’s suitcase: toothpick and paper scrap, conserved, 2014.
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Jon Crispin at work.
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Benjamin M.’s suitcase: a toothpick, a scrap of green paper, and a label with surname partially
erased to comply with New York State legislation, 2014.

120

Photo Essay and Interview
References
Dwyer, E. 1987. Homes for the Mad: Life Inside Two Penney, D. and P. Stastny. 2008. The Lives They Left
Behind: Suitcases from A State Hospital Attic.
Nineteenth-century Asylums. New Brunswick, NJ:
New York: Bellevue Literary Press.
Rutgers University Press.
Pamuk, O. 2012. The Innocence of Objects. Istanbul: Stewart, K. 2007. Ordinary Affects. Durham,
NC: Duke University Press. http://dx.doi.
The Museum of Innocence / New York: Harry N.
org/10.1215/9780822390404
Abrams.

Websites
Jon Crispin’s Willard Suitcases site
http://www.willardsuitcases.com
Jon Crispin’s 2011 Kickstarter campaign
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/265363123/willard-asylum-suitcase-documentation
Jon Crispin’s 2014 Kickstarter campaign
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/265363123/willard-suitcases-unpacking-the-rest
The Willard Cemetery Memorial Project: working to document and commemorate those
buried in Willard Cemetery
http://www.willardcemeterymemorialproject.com
NY State Museum Exhibit “The Lives They Left Behind: Suitcases from a State Hospital
Attic”
http:// www.suitcaseexhibit.org/indexhasflash.html
The Inmates of Willard 1870–1900. A genealogy resource for Willard, by Lin Stuhler
http://www.inmatesofwillard.com
Jon Crispin has been working as a photographer his entire adult life. His work is divided between
assignments, long-term photo documentary projects, and personal work. Address for correspondence:
Jon Crispin Photography, PO Box 958, Amherst, MA 01004 0958, USA.

© 2016 EQUINOX PUBLISHING LTD

Zoe Crossland is Associate Professor in the Department of Anthropology, Columbia University. Her
research interests lie in semiotic archaeology and archaeologies of death and the body. She has written on debates around forensic archaeological evidence, on the production of the dead body through
archaeological practice, and on encounters with the dead in highland Madagascar. Address for correspondence: Rm. 452 Schermerhorn Ext., Columbia University, 1200 Amsterdam Ave., MC 5523,
New York, NY 10027, USA.

Journal of Contemporary Archaeology
ISSN (print) 2051-3429 (online) 2051-3437

3.1 (2016) 103–120
DOI:10.1558/jca.v3i1.30524

