The Embodiment of Consolation |an architectural unfolding of dwelling in the presence of absence

Paper for CA2RE-conference, Trondheim (27-29 march 2020)

The Embodiment of Consolation
an architectural unfolding of dwelling in the presence of absence
Abstract
Recent bereavement studies are observing and documenting a growing divide between the well-known
existing ‘deathscapes’ (Sidaway & Maddrell, 2016) and the changing socio-cultural landscape of
mourning within our secularised western society. Memorial practices are moving away from the public
domain towards the everyday and private environments while the strive for closure is shifting towards
a longing for ‘continuing bonds’ with the deceased: an ‘open-ended process of ritualization’ (Hockey
et al., 2010) which relies on the sensation of the deceased’s presence attached to a material object or a
place.
This study positions itself within the aforementioned ‘gap’ and argues that this changing landscape is
full of potential to explore new ways of designing space within the context of loss.
This claim is supported by the author’s master dissertation ‘Consolatio Loci’: a design-driven research
that involved the hypothetical renovation of the author’s childhood home in response to the passing of
one of its inhabitants. Materialising site-specific memories into the architectural detail culminated in a
series of three spatial interventions: a room for saying goodbye, one for remembrance and one for
dreaming.
A reflection on this first successful case study reveals how both the design process and the resulting
space were able to transform the uncanny sensation of the deceased’s presence inside of the house into
a comforting experience, thereby embodying consolation. The author subsequently uncovers possible
intersections between the disciplines of Architecture and Creative Therapy by contextualising the
different steps leading up to the final design and by unfolding them as a ‘rite de passage’ (Van Gennep,
1909) consisting of the following phases:
(1) separation:

observing the initial experience of the home environment while mapping
emotional traces throughout the house and conceptualising these observations
by means of a literature study and the reading of existing case studies

(2) transition:

associating the concepts from phase 1 with spatial elements and implementing
these elements into the home environment through a cyclical drawing process

(3) incorporation:

reflecting on the consequences of these spatial propositions on the analogous
space of the house and observing the changed experience of the home
environment

The author is currently preparing for a PhD project relying on Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle to
research how architecture’s non-verbal media ‘drawing’ and ‘space’ can be implemented towards the
development of a more empathic architecture. This reframes the position of the architect as a mediator
between mental and physical space.
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The Embodiment of Consolation
an architectural unfolding of dwelling in the presence of absence
Introduction
The recent history of funerary architecture within western society is defined by a relocation of the
cemetery from the inside to the outside of the city centre (18th – 19th century), by a decrease of attention
towards the design of tombstones and memorials from the discipline of architecture (19th – 20th century)
and by the (re)introduction of memorial practices into the private environments of the bereaved (20th –
21st century). This paper will reframe these three spatial developments in relation to secularisation and
the introduction of cremation to reveal a growing divide between the built and the socio-cultural
landscape of mourning. It will then reveal the potential of architecture to help fill this gap by
contextualising the author’s master dissertation as a first successful case study within a literature study
on the interaction between mourning and place through creative expression. Unfolding the design
process as a ‘rite de passage’, ultimately opens up new avenues to explore the therapeutic potential of
architecture.
Research Field
The built landscape of mourning
Today’s final resting place for the deceased has undergone very little change since the development of
the Parisian Père Lachaise cemetery at the beginning of the 19th century. This extra-muros typology
offered a solution to the growing concerns regarding the health and hygiene of burial sites previously
located at the heart of the city (e.g. Cimetière des Innocents) (Cuyvers 2005 ; Schoonjans 2014). Even
after cremation became common practice, this procedure did not impart any fundamental changes to the
cemetery. Apart from the necessary addition of a crematorium, a columbarium, a meadow to scatter
ashes, etc., it was simply imbedded within the by then well-established spatial framework so that it
would feel more familiar (Kellaher et al. 2010).
This standstill continues in the design of tombstones and memorials. A closer look at the history of tomb
sculptures (Panofsky 1964) and the evolution of our attitude towards death (Ariès 1974) reveals how
funerary architecture has slowly faded to the background of the architecture discipline during the course
of the 20th century. The work of a few well-known exceptions (e.g. Gunnar Asplund, Sigurd Lewerentz,
Aldo Rossi and Carlo Scarpa) illustrates how architects have continued to rely on classical geometric
forms and time-withstanding materials to shelter the dead (Azara 1999). Instead of implementing the
innovative materials and concepts that emerged alongside modernist and contemporary architecture (e.g.
transparency, mobility, etc.) (Cuyvers 2005), “architects have availed themselves of the forms of the
past because the latter, which are immemorial and at odds with the passing of the centuries, are the ones
most suitable for evoking beings who have escaped the presence or the weight of time” (Azara 1999:
36).
The socio-cultural landscape of mourning
The implementation of the extra-muros cemetery and the reverting to classical forms for the design of
memorials has resulted in a distancing between the world of the dead and that of the living, while
sustaining an illusion of immortality (Cuyvers 2005). These spatial developments have thereby
reinforced the banishment of grief from the public domain due to the secularisation of western society.
The corresponding disappearance of traditional mourning rituals has created a lack of available symbols
that would allow the bereaved to reposition themselves in relation to the deceased (Visker 2007).
Since the end of the 20th century, death and bereavement studies have started to move away from
pathologizing grief based on theories that strive for closure and detachment (Freud 1917/2001) to
observe how the bereaved attempt to continue their relationship with the deceased instead (Klass 1996).
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This process of ‘continuing bonds’ relies heavily on ‘material foci’ whereby “past presence and present
absence are condensed into a spatially located object” (Hallam & Hockey, 2001: 85). These objects
evoke the sensation of the deceased’s absence-presence, which is perceived as either a comforting or an
unsettling experience (Jonsson 2019), leaving us unable “to put the uncanny in its rightful ‘place’”
(Trigg 2012: 28). Continuing bonds through material practices at the cemetery endow the bereaved with
a sense of nearness (Sørensen 2010), but has also led to an increased privatisation of the only remaining
public space for mourning (Woodthorpe 2010). Consequently, memorial practices are being
(re)introduced into the everyday and private environments of the bereaved (e.g. the home), which
thereby become the central place for remembrance. These practices are no longer linked to culturally
imbedded rituals (e.g. the covering up of mirrors or the freezing of time), but involve a highly personal
process of meaning-making.
This personalisation of mourning resonates with the aftermath of the increasing number of cremations
and the increasing number of people who take the ashes home after cremation. Studies of the subsequent
trajectory of these ashes, conducted in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, illustrate how the focus
on the single death ritual (e.g. funeral) is shifting towards an open-ended process of ritualization. This
involves an act of place-making for the ashes of the deceased, which is developed over time and is based
on personal meaning ascribed to specific places (Kellaher et al. 2010). The dry and mobile form of the
ashes opens up new perspectives for the bereaved to renegotiate their relationship with the deceased and
establish a good balance between the proximity and distance of their remains (Mathijssen 2017).
A growing divide
While the built landscape of mourning (consisting of the cemetery and the memorial) has remained
largely unchanged for the past 200 years, the socio-cultural landscape of mourning (encompassing the
memorial practices of the bereaved) has transformed considerably. As a result, the growing divide
between the two demands for a new approach towards (the design of) funerary architecture.
The architecture discipline has already begun to respond to this need, by advocating for a re-appreciation
of ‘memento mori’ by reintroducing burial sites at the centre of public space (Cuyvers 2005) and by
pointing out the importance and challenge of integrating these changed perspectives towards death
within new typologies for cemeteries (Schoonjans 2014) and crematoria (Delbeke 2014). Even though
this re-evaluating of existing funerary architecture is necessary and valuable in light of the collective
experience of mourning as a community, this does not account for the personalisation of mourning
observed within bereavement studies. Consequently, there still remains a lack of spatial framework for
the bereaved after the single death ritual (e.g. funeral & cremation) has taken place. Meanwhile,
bereavement studies have focussed on observing these changes, rather than engaging with them. Even
though it is argued that the discipline could benefit from including “solace that comes into sorrow as
one of the outcomes we can help to foster” (Klass 2013: 614).
This paper therefore directs its focus towards the individual experience of mourning related to the private
space(s) of the bereaved to explore if and how architecture – encompassing both the design process and
the (re)designed space – can be used to develop a new way of space-making that resonates with the
personalisation of mourning observed by bereavement studies.
Case- & Literature Study
To that end, it will contextualise the author’s master dissertation ‘Consolatio Loci’ within a literature
study on the interaction between mourning and place through creative expression and unfold it as a ‘rite
de passage’ consisting of three phases: separation, transition and incorporation (Van Gennep,
1909/1960). The project involved the hypothetical renovation of the author’s childhood home in
response to the passing of one of its inhabitants and in search of a place for the cremated remains of the
deceased.
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PART I – the spatial dimension of mourning
Separation

Place & Mourning

The first phase of the research involved a
close observation of the author’s
experience of her childhood home
following the passing of one of its
inhabitants. This allowed her to identify the
places where absence-presence of the
deceased could be felt the most. Mapping
these emotional traces (e.g. memories,
unfinished dreams, etc.) throughout the
house, resulted in an emotional floorplan,
which lay the foundations for the
subsequent design process (see part II –
transition).

Recent bereavement studies are exploring how
‘continuing bonds’ is not only connected to
material objects, but can also be rooted in place.
These ‘person-in-place-bonds’ (Jonsson &
Walter 2017) rely mainly on ‘spaces of
memory’ (Gibson 2008: 191): personal places
that are separate from the cemetery and other
official places where the dead reside. This
resonates with the personalisation of mourning
and with writings on more contemporary
‘deathscapes’ (Maddrell & Sidaway 2010).
These studies are also showing interest in new
perspectives for mediating the absencepresence of the deceased through material
practices (Klass et al. 2018), which enable
‘transforming bonds’ with the deceased
(Mathijssen 2018) and an interaction between
place and consolation – i.e. ‘consolationscapes’
(Jedan et. Al 2019).
This interaction between mourning and place is
also being picked up by emotional geography
(Davidson et al. 2005) : a subtopic within
human geography which focusses on the
interaction between space and emotion. Within
the context of mourning, this involves studying
how the bereaved connect with the deceased
through “emotional-embodied practices and
material markers of death and remembrance”
(Maddrell 2013: 518). Mapping someone’s
‘invisible topography of grief’ allows for a
‘dynamic cartography’ which identifies the
spaces significant to the experience of
bereavement. The resulting ‘emotionalaffective map’ provides a central tool for
conscious self-reflection and exploration with a
therapist (e.g. grief counsellor). It consists of a
“complex dynamic assemblage, shaped and
marked by emotions, acknowledged and
unacknowledged, memories and affective
responses evoked via the senses” (Maddrell
2016: 173).

Figure 1: emotional floorplan of the house

Figure 2: place linked with absence-presence
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PART II – the therapeutic potential of creative expression
Transition

Mourning & Creative Expression

The second phase of the research involved
relating the emotional associations with the
house (see part I - separation) to spatial
elements (e.g. water well, tunnel, fireplace)
and implementing these elements back into
the house through a cyclical process of
drawing by hand. This materializing of sitespecific memories into the architectural
detail culminated in a series of three spatial
interventions: a room for saying goodbye,
one for remembrance and one for
dreaming.

Philosopher Alain De Botton describes art as a
therapeutic medium that acts as an extension of
our body to mediate our psychological
limitations and defines 7 psychological
functions of art (Armstrong & De Botton
2013). The first function – remembering – does
not merely involve finding a way to ‘hold on’
to that which is lost. Creating an image is an
‘active
process’
that
involves
the
‘representation of a representation’, meaning
the representation of a memory of the original
object/person instead of a direct representation
of the original object/person itself (Demuynck
& Geldhof 2017). This active ‘reframing’ of
memories disconnects them from the current
reality and stimulates the recognition of the
experienced loss. It is therefore seen as a sign
of progress within a process of mourning
(Leader 2009).
The therapeutic potential of art is explored
further within Creative Therapy: a discipline
that ties together art, psychotherapy and
psychoanalysis to include non-verbal creative
media (e.g. visual arts, music, dance, drama,
etc.) within the dynamic between therapist and
patient (Demuynck & Geldhof 2017).
Psychologist and psychoanalyst Danielle
Knafo refers to the dynamic of this ‘analytic
couple’ as a dance and emphasizes how both art
and psychoanalysis rely on a creative process
which “utilizes the unconscious in a quest for
transformation and healing”. She also presents
a number of cases that illustrate how artists
have used their art to work through trauma (e.g.
self-portraits by Egon Schiele) (Knafo 2012).
Her work resonates with a recent study of the
healing-potential of creative expression within
the context of mourning throughout the lives
and work of a series of 20th-century artists (e.g.
drawings by Paul Klee) (Dreifuss-Katan 2016).

Figure 3: collage of process drawings

Figure 4: drawing of spatial sequence

Drawing on the notion of a ‘rite de passage’
(Van Gennep 1909/1960), A recent study in
search of new mental and physical spaces for
death- and farewell rituals, demonstrates how
the integration of artistic creation within these
rituals provides the bereaved with a sense of
healing as well (Raes & Van Poucke 2018).

Figure 5: detail for lowering the cremated remains
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PART II – the transformative potential of architecture
Incorporation

Creative Expression & Place

The third and last phase of the research
involved a reflection on the design process
and the resulting design.

The sensory experience of our environment is
how we reconcile between ourselves and the
world around us (Pallasmaa 2005) and is shown
to impact our (mental) wellbeing (Cold 2001).
This subject has also been approached from
Phenomenology, by putting the body central to
our connection to the world (Merleau-Ponty
1962) and calling out for a ‘topoanalysis’ –
meaning a systematic psychological study of
the sites of our intimate lives (Bachelard 1958).

The slow act of drawing by hand allowed
the author to work through her process of
mourning by mediating the absencepresence of the deceased, thereby revealing
the therapeutic potential of (re)designing
space. It also enabled a non-verbal
dialogue between the author and the other
inhabitants of the house. The final design,
even in its unbuilt form, resulted in a
renewed experience of the house. It retains
a strong connection to the author’s mental
space, which is evoked through the
drawings.

The way our bodily experience of the built
environment interacts with our inner mental
space, is also investigated within the field of
Psychoanalysis.
Bringing together ideas from psychoanalytic
and architectural theory demonstrates how
buildings design us as much as we design them:
When a subject encounters a building, an
architectural event starts to unfold. Firstly, our
conscious and embodied experience of the
building allows us to physically merge with it
based on a mimetic identification with its
architectural features. This is followed by a
moment of detachment when the sensory cues
that we receive allow us to merge with the
building psychologically. This triggers related
unconscious material, which is then disclosed
again by the conscious self. The subject
ultimately experiences this as a moment of
personal insight and transformation, “which
couldn’t have been arrived at through the
efforts of rational deliberation alone”
(Huskinson 2018).

Figure 6: the space for saying goodbye

Huskinson therefore advocates to cultivate this
transformative potential of architecture by
means of a more evocative architecture,
claiming that “the power of architecture lies not
in its capacity to represent the unconscious, but
to evoke it” (Huskinson 2018: 223). She sets
out some general guidelines to achieve this
(e.g. balancing open and closed space, light and
shadow, expectation and surprise), but doesn’t
go beyond these rather vague descriptions.
Figure 7: the space for remembrance
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Discussion
Contextualising the author’s master dissertation within the literature study reveals how the start of the
research required a separation from the house to identify the emotional traces related to the deceased.
The resulting map became a tool for (self)reflection as it lay the foundations for mediating the absencepresence of the deceased through a cyclical process of drawing. This period of transition allowed the
author to reframe her memories of the deceased within the current reality. The author’s incorporation of
the resulting design both transformed her bonds with the deceased and turned the uncanny sensation of
the deceased’s presence inside of the house into a comforting experience. The design process thus
became a rite de passage, while the experience of the house was unfolded as an architectural event. The
project therefore presents itself as a successful case study of how architecture can be implemented
towards the embodiment of consolation.
The literature study clearly indicates that mourning has a spatial dimension, meaning that contemporary
memorial practices are often rooted in place. Even though bereavement studies are observing the
consolatory effect of mediating the related absence-presence of the deceased, they do not propose any
method to cultivate this particular outcome. Emotional geography proposes that mapping these invisible
topographies of mourning can have a therapeutic use. However, this does not currently present itself as
easily accessible for a non-expert audience (i.e. the bereaved) and does not refer directly to the space in
question, contrary to e.g. an architectural floorplan. Creative Therapy points towards the therapeutic
potential of creative expression through non-verbal media. However, this does not specify if the same
applies for architecture, a creative discipline which relates closely to the arts (e.g. visual arts, sculpting)
through its discipline-specific instruments ‘architectural drawing’ and ‘built space’. Meanwhile,
psychoanalytic studies are demonstrating how our bodily encounter with the built environment has the
potential to transform us, but do not specify whether or not this applies to mourning, nor do they provide
concrete guidelines for the design of evocative architecture. These leads in existing research, combined
with the lack of direct referral to the therapeutic potential of architecture, point out the need for further
research on the interaction between mourning and place through creative expression.
Conclusion
This paper has revealed how the growing divide between the built and socio-cultural landscape of
mourning within our western society has created a lack of spatial framework for the bereaved after the
single death ritual has taken place. A study of the related scientific literature has established that
mourning has a spatial dimension, that creative expression can transform a mourning process and that
the built environment impacts our (mental) wellbeing. Contextualising the author’s master dissertation
within this literature study has revealed the therapeutic potential of architecture, thereby illustrating that
the discipline is capable of closing the aforementioned gap.
It could improve the mental wellbeing of the bereaved by implementing its discipline-specific insights
and instruments – i.e. drawing and space – as both the research tools and the communication tools
between the different stakeholders involved, towards the design of a spatial experience that is able to
cultivate and support ‘transforming bonds’ with the deceased.
Because of the lack of direct referral to the therapeutic potential of architecture within existing research,
the unlocking of this interaction between mourning, drawing and space, necessitates the development
of a methodology for mapping, engaging with and transforming the (in)tangible topographies of
mourning of the bereaved through architectural drawing and built space. Exploring both their therapeutic
potential and the position of the architect within the dynamic between patient, medium and therapist
will ultimately unlock architecture as a new medium within creative therapy.
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