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INTRODUCTION

There are many theories as to why a certain section of the population feels compelled to collect. They range from Jung’s belief that it’s an unconscious re-enactment of our ancestors’ gathering of nuts and berries to Freud’s postulating that all collecting stems from unresolved conflicts during toilet-training. Being a collector myself, I believe the answer lies somewhere between these two extremes, and although there may be strong similarities among collectors, the true uniqueness of each collection lies in what each individual chooses to collect and the reasons why. However, the burning question here may be why these collectors have chosen to collect “morbid curiosities.”

The answers are as unique to each collector as the pieces in their fascinating collections, and after scores of interviews, countless conversations and painful self-diagnosis, I have a couple of amateur, pseudo-psychoanalytical theories of my own. Many collectors have a deep-seated fear of what the items that they collect represent. The concept of death is terrifying to many and some collectors subconsciously feel that by keeping these ghoulish elements of death close, they have gained a bit of control over their destiny—something over which they actually have no control. On the other hand, many “collectors of the macabre” feel very comfortable with their own mortality and surround themselves with these reminders of their own inevitable end. Their collecting is the equivalent of other people furnishing their home with cozy handcrafted items.

Crime, punishment, and serial killers are the subjects of countless TV shows, movies, and books and this popularity has not eluded our collectors. The people featured in this book have taken this phenomenon literally into their homes. The crime/serial killer collectors I have encountered possess personalities that could not be farther from that of a serial killer, and I believe it is their innate kindness that has made them so fascinated by these “monsters.” For these collectors a subconscious need to try to understand why a person can be so evil may be the impetus to acquire personal artifacts from these killers.

A common thread among all the collectors in this book is a passion for history. Be lucky enough to garner an invitation to view one of these collections and ask a question of origin on any particular piece—then get ready to be educated and entertained. The people featured in this book are more than collectors. They are urban archaeologists, historians, and, ultimately, scholarly curators of their ever-growing and evolving personal collections. The pieces within the collections range from the unusual to the truly disturbing and the motivation for continuing on their everlasting quest is unique to each.

For some readers, venturing past this page will lead them into a world that they have never encountered. A realm that seems far removed from their reality and populated by a fascinating group of people that appear to have stepped directly from Lord Byron’s gothic dinner party in the summer of 1816. Others will experience a sense of kinship. They will identify with these individuals as kindred spirits, part of a secretum societatis who feel comfortable surrounding themselves with items that send shivers down the spines of some and are the source of nightmares for others. As you step into the residences of the 18 collectors featured in this book, you will immediately realize that you have been granted entrance to a very special place, as many of these collections make their public debut between these covers.
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Straight from the Morgue
Nicole Angemi

Nicole Angemi has always been a bit of a rebel, and with her “macabre collector characteristics”—such as being heavily tattooed—she certainly does not fit the mold of your typical pathologist’s assistant.

This East Coast native was born and bred in New Jersey, where she now works daily as the aforementioned pathologist’s assistant on freshly delivered cadavers. The first question that instantly comes to mind is “How does anyone find themselves in such a ‘gruesome’ career?” Nicole replies with a crispness that, undoubtedly, comes from answering the same inquiry countless times. “My interest in pathology came about during my first year in a college. After just a few weeks of examining tissue samples and dissecting animals in my biology class, I knew this was an environment that I felt comfortable in.”

Nicole began working at a hospital, and “stumbled” upon the pathology department, where she was told there were “legs leaking.” Curiosity got the better of her and she was introduced to a freezer full of gangrenous legs. However, instead of being horrified, she was mesmerized.

She befriended doctors and residents at the hospital and asked if she could work in that department. Although they were medical professionals, they were perplexed as to why someone would voluntarily chose a position that required cutting open colons full of feces and extracting tumors and organs from the dead. However, she convinced them that she was the woman for the job and was soon given the position. Nicole explains her duties:

“A pathologist is a medical doctor, who makes a diagnosis by looking at microscopic slides. A pathologist’s assistant is a medically trained professional with a master’s degree in education, who specializes in pathology and dissects the organs from surgeries and autopsies while preparing microscopic slides for the pathologist.

“At the hospital, I began collecting interesting specimens from an autopsy or surgical case I would be working on. I would save pieces, set them aside and use them as ‘textbook’ pathology findings for residents and students who were rotating in the hospital. I started my personal collection with old specimens from the morgue that were being disposed of. Although they were usually not in great condition, I thought, with some work, I could restore them. And now, over the last ten years, I have curated a pretty impressive variety of human and animal specimens that I have on display in my home.”

Nicole has the unique distinction of having an oddly “intimate” relationship with most of the pieces in her collection. This she explains with her youngest daughter sitting on her lap. “I think I am a unique collector because I am an expert in gross pathology (which is appreciating the pathology in the specimen with the naked eye as opposed to under the microscope). I know the origin and pathology of all of my pieces. I know the story behind them, with all of them having had a profound impact on the life of the person they belonged to. It may have even caused them to die. I don’t just collect body parts; this is my career, my livelihood, and, of course, my passion.”

Not many other collectors have the distinction of having parts in their collections that are so personal as to be literally pieces of their own body. After giving birth to her two daughters, Nicole had the placentas preserved in jars, which are now on display in her home. She says: “Those two pieces are obviously very special, but in a completely different realm. My double uterus, or uterine didelphys, is one of my favorite oddities. It is a rare congenital anomaly. So far, I have only come across an example one other time. I am also quite fond of my liver with metastatic melanoma, my polycystic kidney, and, of course, my gallstones. I have a soft spot for gallstones. Although, at one time, I became a bit obsessed with collecting human teeth.”

When faced with the question about how guests react to her house being full of body parts, Nicole shrugs her shoulders and flashes her pearly whites. “I really don’t care what people think about me. I don’t do anything in my life to please other people. My husband and I are very creative and we like to decorate our house with things that express our personalities. We live in our house every day, so we have it set up to please ourselves. If someone is offended, they do not have to look.

“My true friends and family think it’s very cool and interesting. They all know me and what I do for a living, and they already think I’m weird, so my collection just comes with it. Plus, I literally have hundreds of thousands of followers on my Instagram (@mrs_angemi), and they all seem to like it.” [image: image]
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The Wall

A taxidermied mouse hangs among a series of framed IUD collections.
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Medical Cabinet No. 2

A collection of animal and human bones and taxidermy pieces. The deformed fetal pig (a wedding gift) sits beside one of Nicole’s placentas (top shelf).
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Stones

Nicole’s extensive collection of dried gallstones.
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Cause of Death

Organ specimens that actually caused the patient to die, including a liver slice riddled with metastatic melanoma.
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On the Mantelpiece

The foyer mantel display, including wet specimens, a bone candelabrum, and a mummified lynx skull.
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Silent Killer

A deep vein thrombosis (pulmonary embolism).
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Placentas

The placentas from Nicole’s two children, Lillian and Lucia.
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Gyno Nightmare

Double uterus and a giant ovary.
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Neuro Collection

Various sliced brains, a spinal cord, and a skull.
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Decorative Preservations

Small preserved fetal animals.
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Medical Cabinet No. 1

Vintage autopsy tools and a preserved cockatiel.
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Nicole’s sphinx cat Pia with a fetal cat wet specimen and a mummified lynx skull.
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The Art of Morbid Decor
PAUL BOOTH

Paul Booth is known throughout the world for many things, in particular his skills as a consummate tattooist and his association with the dark arts—not directly as an occultist or devil worshiper but rather as a curator, gallery owner, painter, sculptor, musician, and tattoo artist where all the work gravitates toward the darker side of life. Paul has taken this affinity with the nether world directly into his home and considers himself more of a “decorator of the macabre” than a traditional collector of morbid curiosities.

“Being a tattoo artist has greatly influenced me as a collector. However, it wasn’t the act of tattooing, but rather the extensive worldwide traveling I was required to do as a tattoo artist. Many times I would find myself in a small European city and during my down time I would naturally begin to explore the underbelly of the town. Usually looking for an antique store or a mortuary.

“More and more I would come upon creepy antique stores that would have pieces that I had never seen in Stateside shops. My first piece was a fetus in a jar. For me it represents the ultimate symbol of life and death coexisting right before your eyes, and I feel I am giving these specimens a home. In fact, I believe it is much more sacred to keep the body preserved in a jar than have it decay in the ground.

“I love disturbing things. I love anything that makes the normal person shudder. That was my original inspiration to collect. I love to collect what most people would shy away from. I’m a fear junkie. I love to try and scare myself. Unfortunately, I have yet to be successful at that.”

Paul insists there is nothing in his personal collection that he finds truly creepy, and when asked if he has ever come upon such an item in someone else’s collection, he flat out says: “No. Never. The things that creep me out are the dark side of the human condition. The immoral and evil side of humanity. I don’t know if it scares me, but it definitely disturbs me the most.

“I did come across a piece that I will admit I found extremely odd. While visiting the late, great collector William Jamieson, he told me he wanted to show me a shrunken head he had recently acquired. I’ll admit I’m no expert on shrunken heads, but I have seen a considerable few and they have always been victims from some South American tribe. So when he came out with a male head adorned with red hair and big red mustache it did take me aback. The shrunken head of a European is very rare.”

When asked if there is a “Holy Grail” he seeks, Paul replies: “I wouldn’t mind pulling off a Dr. Frankenstein some day. I would love to build a monster. My own way. I wouldn’t necessarily have to give it life, but I need to build it.”

As a tattooist Paul has a varied client base and it has proved to be a source of some of his most unique and rare items. He elaborates on that topic with some care, by commenting: “Let’s just say, I have tattooed a number of morticians in my life, and let’s leave it at that. However, I believe everyone has a dark side to them, and the funny thing is there are more people out there that appreciate dark art than you may realize. And they come in all walks and talks. I have gotten quite a few gems for my collection from a certain type of individual that I never thought would be into the same type of macabre collectibles as myself.

“And then there is, of course, the other end of the spectrum. For instance, some of my fans years ago showed up at a tattoo convention. They came over to me and said they had a gift for me out in the trunk of their car. So I followed them out and they pop the trunk, revealing a heavy-duty garbage bag containing something about the size of a bowling ball. The kids explained that they had been partying in a cemetery the night before and apparently during a heavy rain and mini mudslide a head had become dislodged from a cadaver. So they gathered it up and brought it to me.

“I have to admit I was intrigued
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