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Abstract. 

 

Throughout and beyond this critical report I am exploring whether concepts of 

mourning can be used as a method for understanding the processes of artistic practices 

and the use of everyday objects within them.  

I will firstly outline my understanding of the psychoanalytic theories around concepts of 

mourning born out of Sigmund Freud’s essay of 1917, Mourning and Melancholia, and 

then develop these concepts through the writing of current practising psychoanalyst and 

author, Dr. Darian Leader and Professor Tammy Clewell’s essay, Mourning Beyond 

Melancholia.  

In this first section the word ‘object’ is used psychoanalytically and refers to either a 

person or a thing.  

 I will then explore the use of objects, (things) and material culture in personal, 

social relationships and how this links to the process of mourning. Within this section I 

refer to the anthropological findings of Dr. Daniel Miller giving philosophical and art 

theoretical references to support his findings through the writings of Jean Baudrillard, 

Walter Benjamin, and Norman Bryson. These studies then develop my thinking around 

the use of the object in art as I consider the way in which concepts of mourning and 

melancholia can expand our understanding of art practice through an exploration of 

current artists, such as Peter Dreher, making reference to the thinking of the art critics 

Ernst Gombrich, Arthur C. Danto and Yve-Alain Bois. In conclusion I offer my current 

position, that knowledge of the psychological process of mourning can add to our 

understanding of the nature and function of objects in art practice.  
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The Painful Unpleasure. 

Let yourself be inert, wait till the incomprehensible power...that 
has broken you restores you a little, I say a little, for henceforth 
you will always keep something broken about you. Tell yourself 
this, too, for it is a kind of pleasure to know that you will never 
love less, that you will never be consoled, that you will 
constantly remember more and more.1 

 
 

 It is widely accepted that mourning is a state of being which can arise in reaction 

to the death, or loss, of a loved person, but is also experienced at the loss of ideals, 

status, freedom, or through displacement. Mourning is a process whereby an individual 

relinquishes emotional ties to a specific loss. This is not grief. Grief is the emotional 

response to loss, whereas mourning is the process of assimilation to a loss. It is an 

acutely painful process that can render a person dysfunctional for protracted periods of 

time. However, as Freud himself states at the outset of Mourning and Melancholia, “we 

rely on its being overcome after a certain lapse of time, and we look upon any 

interference with it as useless or even harmful”2.  Freud aligned his theory on mourning 

and melancholia with the notion of labour. Labelling his understanding of the process as 

“the work of mourning”3, he underlined aspects of expanse of time and physical 

expense synonymous with any notion of labour, but also as Darian Leader suggests, in 

this naming Freud is indicating that, 

It isn’t just our thoughts about the lost loved one that count, 
but what we do with them: how they are organized, arranged, 
run through, altered.4  
 

The nature of work will be further explored in this essay, because to understand it in 

terms of physical, manual labour to accomplish a task, is appropriate for the 

understanding of the psychoanalytical appropriation of the word.  

                                            
1 Marcel Proust, 1907. Letter to his friend Georges de Lauris, regarding the recent death of his mother. 
2 Sigmund Freud, ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, in On The History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement papers on Metapsychology and 
Other Works. (London: Hogarth Press, 1986), 244. 
3 Ibid. 245. 

           4 Darian Leader, The New Black. (London: Penguin Books, 2008), 28. 



 5 

Freud proposes that mourning is a process of “reality testing”5. He maintained that 

“each single one of the memories and expectations in which the libido is bound to the 

object is brought up and hypercathected”6 by the individual.  Freud here suggests that 

attachment to a beloved object is a quantity of invested emotional energy or libido 

cathexis, which when faced with its object loss must be de-cathected, or detached 

psychologically. In mourning this process becomes ‘hypercathected’, which means a 

compulsive recalling of memory. The mental resurrection of what is gone potentially 

represses the reality of the loss, but in actuality tests the mourners’ attachment against 

the reality of this absence. Professor Tammy Clewell’s explanation gives a deeper sense 

of the exhausting nature of this mental process that she describes as, 

A kind of hyperremembering, a process of obsessive 
recollection during which the survivor resuscitates the existence 
of the lost object in the space of the psyche.7  
 

As it begins to occur, it is within this process of reality testing that the mourner resides, 

disinterested in life, melancholic, and repeatedly resurrecting the dead. Paradoxically, it 

is this process which ultimately allows one to effectively begin to live in the ‘real’ world 

again as affectionate recollections are unwillingly converted “into…futureless memory.”8  

 Darian Leader is a practising psychoanalyst whose book, The New Black, explores 

how, in his opinion; depression is being treated wrongly as a “biological deficit”9. He 

claims that depression is seen as a problem that needs to be eliminated through 

medication to maintain a productive population. He proposes that all depression is a 

response to loss and should be viewed as a set of complex symptoms unique to the 

individual, to be understood as part of typical human experience and treated 

accordingly, through this understanding, at the pace of the processing unique to that 

person. He considers that medication and current attitudes to ‘depression’ prolong a 

                                            
5 Sigmund Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, 244. 
6 Ibid. 245.  
7 Tammy Clewell, Mourning Beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss.  The American Psychoanalytic Association. 

http://www.apsa.org/portals/1/docs/japa/521/clewell.pdf (accessed: 2 September 2014), 44. 
8 Ibid. 44. 

9 Ibid. 2. 
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subject’s suffering. Leader views Freud’s theory of mourning as having four key 

processes, 

1. “The introduction of a frame to mark out a symbolic, artificial space.”10  

This occurs in the psyche as an exhaustion of representations of remembrances. This 

process involves the individual bringing to mind every possible remembrance of the lost 

one and examining it over and over, from every angle which the brain choses to re-

present it, and allowing the reality of the absence to penetrate, fraction by fraction 

becoming less painful. Leader’s explanation makes this process visual, 

Our memories and hopes about the one we’ve lost must be  
brought up in all the different ways they have been registered, like 
looking at a diamond not from just one angle but from all possible 
angles, so that each of it’s facets may be viewed…the lost object must 
be accessed in all it’s varying representations.11 
 

The introduction of the frame is not an automatic process but appears to be the key to 

starting, the then symbiotic, subsequent processes. 

2. “The necessity of killing the dead.”12 

The second process encapsulates the conscious decision to separate from the lost 

object. Not to do so leads to pathological mourning, what Freud originally called 

melancholia. It is the choice to die with the dead, which can be literal and manifest in 

suicide, or persist as severe depression, living with the dead. This being the case as with 

the first process, so too the second process must not be an automatically occurring 

psychological phase. It appears to be a consciously worked through, known, 

psychological decision made to leave the current psychological space. I have not 

researched further into melancholia, but it does appear to me that pathological 

mourning is not consciously recognized as being a choice made. 

3. “The constitution of the object, involving the separation of the image of the loved one 
and the place they occupied for us.”13 
 

                                            
10

Ibid. 168. 
11 Leader, The New Black, 28. 
12 Ibid. 168. 
13

 Ibid. 168. 
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This is when we process an understanding of what we have lost rather than whom. 

‘What’ they were for us as a symbolic ideal rather than specific person. It is the work of 

separating ourselves from the image of the lost object and what they were for us in our 

life. It follows that this process is a consciously apprehended process.  

4. “The giving up of the image of who we were for them.”14 

The fourth process is the deconstruction, or disassembling of the role we played for the 

lost object, the symbolic idea we fulfilled for them and the acceptance of the loss of that 

role.  

         For Freud the frame was found in the dreams of the bereaved, often as a stage or 

arch. In art we understand that a frame draws our attention to that within it and it is 

used to create division, but also, as Leader is quick to adopt, “a frame draws (our) 

attention to the artificial nature of what we see”15, and “allows what is seen to be 

situated as a representation”16. This making artificial is key in allowing the individual to 

begin to work through realities. Creating a distance between the ‘artificial’ loss and the 

reality of its absence is the beginning of mourning. The individual starts from a place of 

grief and longing, and through this unrelenting process they start to reconcile to a 

present and future reality, to organize threads of thoughts into categories. Eventually no 

longer needing to draw all of them up into view, they will settle on a set of 

representations for the loss. Leader expands, 

Being at the mercy of the past so completely is unbearable, and so, if 
the work of mourning is to take place, certain precise details must be 
selected, conferring on them an elective power: they become symbols, 
representing other chains of thoughts and feelings, standing in for 
them… representing reality, emptying it out, transforming it, as it 
were, into a representation.17 
 

These specific representations allow the subject to expose him or herself to the pain of 

loss, eventually, in a controlled manner. I will expand on this process, which I consider 

                                            
14 Ibid. 168. 
15 Ibid. 102. 
16 Ibid. 105. 
17 Ibid. 104. 
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to be a process of memorialization, throughout the essay. But the process is one of 

detachment and psychological categorizing and consolidating to a set of simplified 

symbols signifying the whole. Darian Leader claims that a work of art can be viewed as a 

new symptom of melancholia, (the conscious decision to remain with the loss, repeating 

representations of it). He illustrates his point with reference to Sophie Calle’s Exquisite 

Pain, fig.1 and fig.2. 

 
fig.1. Sophie Calle. Exquisite Pain. 1984-99 

 
The work consists of amongst other elements, large photographs repeatedly showing a 

telephone in an Indian hotel room. It was on this phone that her partner abandoned her 

via a conversation from France. Alongside these repeated, identical images of an object 

are her sequentially differing text versions of the event. These texts are stitched into 

fabric panels and become paler in tone successively. The installation of the piece is large 

and literally monumental in its’ presence and aesthetic. In opposition to this, but equally 

evocative, it is also accessible in a small, palm sized red book. Alongside Calle’s repeated 

recollections are representative photographs of conversations with others, and these 

stories accompany her own in stitched panels. Her process was to recount her story to 

everyone she met and to ask them to tell her when they were most in pain. The work 

spans the ninety-two days up to ‘unhappiness’, the day of her abandonment by her 

partner, and the time that immediately followed this.   
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fig. 2.  Sophie Calle. Exquisite Pain. 1984-99. 

 
 
A repeated exposure to loss mediated by others, is for Leader, also an important aspect 

of successful mourning. He sees us using other humans to authenticate our loss and 

calls this interaction a “dialogue of mournings”18. Whilst citing this work as potentially 

symptomatic of melancholia, in Leader’s terms it also illustrates repeatedly exposing 

oneself to the pain of loss until it no longer affects you dysfunctionally and becomes 

memorialized. This dialogue lessened and dulled the exquisite pain for Calle and 

evidently positively affected many who saw it (or possessed it in book form, as I did) 

through its repeated reinstallation and exhibition. Melancholia as understood in 

Freudian terms is an irrational lowering of self worth, and a pathologically inert state of 

mourning over a loss that may not be consciously known. The concept of melancholia 

as a separate psychological process distinct and indeed maladapted from mourning is 

challenged by Leader in his use of Calle’s work as reference for melancholia, in that the 

piece seemingly elicits an ‘end’. Melancholia could be the failure of the subject to chose 
                                            
18 Leader, The New Black, 85.  
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to live through the non-acceptance of the new reality, possibly through the failure of the 

process of psychic repetition to bring a resolution to loss. But equally melancholia could 

be an integral phase of mourning as a “protective mechanism which, if removed, makes 

desperate action more likely,”19 and if, through psychic repetition acceptance of the new 

reality occurs then a more uncompromising work of testing can move the subject from 

a ‘melancholic’ phase and onto the reconstitution of the self; the work of mourning, 

therefore, encompassing a melancholic process. 

Freud’s initial theory maintains that there is an end to mourning when the 

exhaustion of representations has elicited the detachment of the individual to the lost 

object entirely and it is free to attach itself to another. However, he revised this idea in 

later writings to acknowledge that mourning and melancholia were not indistinct and 

that the acceptance of a continued life does not infer that the loss is relinquished. He 

readily acknowledged a lack of theory on why the process of mourning affected people 

so painfully and deeply, 

Why this compromise by which the command of reality is carried out 
piecemeal should be so extraordinary painful is not at all easy to 
explain in terms of economics. It is remarkable that this painful 
unpleasure is taken as a matter of course by us.20 
 

In the wake of the death of his daughter Sophie in 1920, Freud reassessed his notion of 

pathological mourning entirely identifying the same processes as essential to forming 

ones identity, acknowledging the first loss of attachment (maternal) as the beginning of a 

life long process of constituting the self through loss. And so it seems logical to me that 

if this piecemeal process is economically detrimental it must be because it is absolutely 

essential to the continuity of a future self. Whilst not offering any insight into this, 

Freud’s later thinking acknowledges a remainder left at the end of mourning, 

Our egos… are made up of all the left over traces of our 
abandoned relationships. Each broken relationship leaves its 

                                            
19 Ibid. 15. 
20 Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, 245. 
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stamp on us, and our identity is a result of the building up over 
time of these residues.21 
 

For Freud our identity is a construction of remainders. For no matter how successfully 

we may fill the gap with substitutes he sees that “it nevertheless remains something 

else.”22 As Clewell summarises, 

Working through no longer entails abandoning the object and 
reinvesting the free libido in a new one; it no longer entails 
accepting consolation in the form of an external 
substitute…rather, working through depends on taking the lost 
other into the structure of one’s own identity, a form of 
preserving the lost object in and as the self.23 
 

In my thinking the lost other here is the lost self and is illustrated by Joan Didion’s 

description of her experience of mourning as quoted by Leader, 

When we mourn our losses we also mourn, for better or 
worse, ourselves. As we were. As we are no longer. As we will 
one day not be at all.24 
 

The residues and remainders of loss, which build our identity, may also be that which 

gives us knowledge of love. Leader questions if love and loss are not linear but 

necessary parts of one whole aspect of identity.  Through his understanding of delayed 

mourning in children he posits that, we can only mourn once we are developmentally 

able to constitute an object beyond the infant ego. He asserts that “having an adequate 

view of a person…perhaps, already includes with it a conception of loss.”25 And he 

questions if this notion of anticipatory grief, which creates the possibility of non-

existence of both object and subject, could be “part of the birth of human love itself? 

Does love always involve this foretaste of mourning?”26  

In Mourning Beyond Melancholia, Clewell concludes that, in the absence of a “final 

severance of attachments”27(other than suicide), the work of mourning is endless and 

                                            
21 Leader, The New Black, 55. 
22 Clewell, Mourning Beyond Melancholia, 61. 
23 Ibid. 61. 
24 Leader, The New Black, 148. 
25

Ibid. 129. 
26 Ibid. 142. 
27 Clewell, Mourning Beyond Melancholia 65. 
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“the mourning subject may affirm the endurance of ambivalent bonds to those loved 

and lost others as a condition of it’s own existence”.28  

At the death of a loved one our identity in relation to them is gone. In mourning, we 

mourn for ourselves, the ‘what’ we were to the lost object and the ‘what’ they were to 

us. Not the specific person but the identity of ourselves that is now absent. And this is 

why mourning is experienced at the loss of place, status and ideals as much as at the 

loss of people. As a result of this research I believe mourning is a process of assimilating 

the known self to new realities. I consider our reality or identity to be our known self 

in relation to others created through relationships. 

For me, Clewell’s idea that the mourner endures ‘ambivalent’ attachment to the lost 

object needs re-directing into a theory where, what is endured is a previous personal 

identity, with positive or negative recollections, that can never be fully detached from 

our psyche. Maybe we would like to forget who we were or how we behaved, our 

identity, at given points in our personal history, and what we could take from Clewell’s 

notion is that this is never possible, and our identities exist as layers in our psyche. I 

believe we do not substitute loss; rather we take into ourselves memorials to our own 

lost identity. Perhaps it is this that we endure as a condition of our existence; positive 

and negative memorials to a now absent self, the selected residues and leftovers? Could 

art practice be a processing of layers to find a remainder? Is it the identity’s continuous 

assimilation to reality?  

At this point in my practice this notion answered why I continued to call myself a 

painter but did not paint. My identity as a painter has both positive and negative 

associations for me and I was at an impasse with the medium. I felt that I had lost my 

ability but I longed to paint. The research and Calle’s work allowed me to understand 

that my experiences were being expressed through my practice and this was revelatory 

and thrilling. I was reconciled to not painting. At this time I was drawn to objects in the 

                                            
28 Ibid, 65. 



 13 

form of still life. I was taking photographs of found still life situations, which I saw as 

metaphors for my own emotional state of homelessness.  

 

 
fig.3.  Elizabeth Wright. Still Life, 2014. 

 
 

This led on to the beginnings of a drawing practice where I repeatedly draw an object of 

significance, attempting to create a re-presentation of the representations of my loss. In 

drawing I was moving closer to my reality, no longer documented through photographic 

metaphor but through the mark making of the hand. As I tried to draw something to 

the surface there seemed to me to be a link between the psychological act of making 

symbolic and the tangible use of objects in art practice. 
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fig. 4.  Elizabeth Wright. Untitled drawings, 2014. 

 
In the psychoanalytic tradition, both persons and things are tellingly 
called ‘objects’.29 
 
 
 
 

Prime Objects. 
 

Prime objects…the prototypes of the series of artifacts called 
plates, bowls, jars and the rest…obey a slow almost geological 
rhythm. 
 
All such objects are tied to actions repeated by every user in the 
same way, across generational time; they present the life of 
everyman as far more a matter of repetition than of personal 
originality or invention. 
 
Such objects belong to the aevum time which has a beginning but 
no end. 30 
 
 

The stuff of life and death, those creatural31things, as Norman Bryson calls them, “fully 

formed from the hand of cultural memory”32, give security and identity; objects, things, 

wares, created in our ancestral past out of necessity to survive, became vital ritual, then 

latterly perceived as markers of status and taste. These first essential forms provided 

security through survival, and consequentially, an understanding that to make, own and 

care for objects of necessity, or ritual and aesthetic pleasure, ensured our acceptance 

into community, thereby endowing a sense of belonging. And gave identity, through this 

                                            
        29 Sherry Turkle, Evocative Objects. Things We Think With. (Cambridge, Massachusettes: The MIT Press, 2007), 9. 

30 Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four Essays on Still Life Painting, (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 1990), 144 
31

 Ibid. 137. Taken from his use of the phrase “creaturely routine”.  
32

 Ibid. 140. 
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belonging to community, through individual creativity in choice and use of objects, and 

of the control over ones own universe of care. Todays’ material culture affords some 

objects purely aesthetic value, and the value of being collectable or disposable. And yet, 

I believe because of our innate understanding of the importance of the prime objects, 

those few vital implements of survival, even these ‘general’ objects continue to hold 

their place as invaluable to our belief in our wellbeing through a system of investment.  

Every object contains the narrative of when it was made or acquired, by whom, from 

where, how useful, beautiful, or meaningful it is. Objects we possess are often housed in 

our homes and this gives them greater significance in our lives as they furnish our safe 

place, our nest, and subconsciously, as Gaston Bachelard states, “our first universe”33. 

Imagine your home emptied of these objects and the poem it excites offers a different 

emotion from a house full of invested ornamentation. What do their owners invest into 

objects beyond their intended function? In art practice we are aware objects can be 

used as metaphor, the symbolic language of symbolic thought. But if objects always 

symbolize something, could it be once again the remainders, the reduced embodiment 

of some thing, a self, or other beyond the externalized memory and association we 

assume of the housebound object? Dr. Daniel Miller’s recent anthropological studies in 

The Comfort of Things, and his research into Loss and Material Culture in South London, 

have led me to consider the relationships created between object and subject. 

Miller understands relationships in terms of ideal “kinship categories”34 against 

which we are constantly measuring those who fill a role for us. For Miller, relationships 

all consist of “a tension between idealized and actual categories” and he understands 

our accumulation of objects as a means to constitute relationships and to “mediate the 

discrepancy between the ideal held”35 and the actuality of a relationship to a person, 

                                            
33

 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), 4. 
34 Daniel Miller and Fiona Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London, University College London. 
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/anthropology/people/academic_staff/d_miller/loss_and_material_culture.pdf  (accessed: 1 June 2014), 7. 
35 Ibid. 7. 
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place, or ideal. Through his study he asserts that the significance of the use of objects 

within relationships is to resolve this tension. We can see links to Freudian theory here 

in Miller’s belief that the self is created through relationships and a similar tension is 

evoked between actual and ideal, as was between actual and artificial. But as an 

anthropologist he is concerned with the external structures of these relationships. His 

ideas “derive from a dialectical perspective in which material objects are viewed as an 

integral and inseparable aspect of all relationships.”36 The accumulation and subsequent 

selection of objects seems to Miller to be a desire to represent ‘ideals’ or social norms 

through acquisition and I will expand on this shortly. The philosopher Jean Baudrillard 

theorizes how possession of objects becomes the construction of a cosmology of the 

self, something Miller equally acknowledges in his conclusion as a function of the 

‘household’37.  For Baudrillard the selection of objects (accumulation) is not directly 

about a subconsciously perceived ‘shortfall’ in others, but is a by-product of the anxiety 

of human relationships. For him the passion to possess is the constitution of the self 

through the creation of a “private totality”38, where objects, he says, are “mental 

precincts over which I hold sway, they become things of which I am the meaning”39. 

Baudrillard asserts accumulation is related to the shortfall of the self and further that: 

once an object is possessed it is removed from its function and placed in a linear 

sequence where “it becomes part of a collection”40. For Baudrillard an object equals a 

passion, just as an object is that which is desired in psychoanalytic terms. In a collector 

this passion becomes fanatic and retained by a specific category of object. In others, 

possession appears less systemized, but Baudrillard suggests all objects reflect subjects, 

                 Nothing can be both ‘personalized’ and quantified so easily as 
objects. Moreover, this subjective quantifiability is not 

                                            
36 Ibid. 1.  
37 See the Epilogue in Daniel Miller, The Comfort of Things. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008), 295, for his discourse of how the   

household can be viewed as a society.  
38 Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects.(London:Verso, 2005), 92.  
39 Ibid. 91. 
40 Ibid. 92. 
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restricted: everything can be possessed, cathected or (in the 
activity of collecting) organized, classified and assigned a place. 
The object is thus in the strict sense of the word a mirror….as 
a mirror the object is perfect, precisely because it sends back 
not real images, but desired ones.41 96 

 
Miller’s work on the use of objects in loss considers how objects can be employed to 

control the process of separation. In his research he claims that mourning subjects 

represent the lost loved one in physical mementoes, which represent “the moments 

when the relationship came closest to its ideal.”42 Whether this is a grandparent, and all 

that the ideal ‘grandparent’ signifies, or the cultural connotations of ‘wife’ and 

expectations of that role, Miller found that the objects kept as mementoes by his 

subjects best reflected these social role expectations and beyond to idealized gender 

roles. 

Deceased males are often memorialized… in terms of 
technology: tools of their trade…the idealized conceptualization 
of man, especially the working man. A woman is more likely to 
be recalled through the tokens of her love and care that equally 
make her the generic woman.43 
 

Again, echoing Freud’s theories, Miller claims that, 

The need to focus initially on the specificity of the loved person 
may give way over time to an emphasis upon one’s relationship 
to this idealized state.44  
 

He believes that this is both an “economy of relationships”45, by which people simply 

cannot retain the memory of all of their relationships, and also that, in mourning, this is 

an attempt to return to what he calls, an “unpolluted self”46. Baudrillard discusses an 

objects’ ability to do this in The Finest of Domestic Animals where he claims that, 

You can look at an object without it looking back at you. That is 
why everything that cannot be invested in human relationships is 
invested in objects.47 
 

                                            
41 Ibid. 96. 
42 Miller, The Comfort of Things. 27. 
43

Ibid. 27. 
44 Daniel Miller and Fiona Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London, University College London.  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/anthropology/people/academic_staff/d_miller/loss_and_material_culture.pdf  (accessed: 1 June 2014), 9. 
45 Ibid. 21. 
46 Ibid.10. 
47

 Baudrillard, The System of Objects. 96. 
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The beloved tools of a grandfather or the wedding ring of a wife. These remaining 

objects become akin to synecdochic language, a process of reduction through 

symbolism to shortcut and abstract that which it represents, and therefore, potentially 

distancing and formalizing the object. Remainder as synecdoche –part of the whole.  

The object stands in for the entirety of the relationship. Though it is an object only 

selected for its ability to allow the mourner to reflect what they subconsciously select 

back onto themselves.  

A deceased individual may be gradually reduced to the 
evocation of one or two key objects. In turn, such a process 
leads to the simplification of their memorialization to a few 
treasured states or idealized events.48 
 

Miller echoes Baudrillard’s philosophy by confirming that the processes of investment 

and divestment do not occur at a moment of loss, but are interwoven in our material 

culture, as “people exist for us in and through their material presence.”49 Miller asserts, 

People strive to create relationships to both people and things.  
                  These relationships include material and social routines and  
                  patterns that give order, meaning and often moral adjudication  
                  to their lives; an order which, as it becomes familiar and  
                  repetitive, may also be a comfort to them. 50  
 
As well as enabling a gradual separation, the use of objects in mourning, in Miller’s 

understanding, can often be in order to extend lost relationships. Indeed, he sees the 

divestment from objects at the end of relationships as “a refinement or completion of 

the logic of the relationships themselves.”51 Acknowledging Leader’s notion that love 

and loss are part of each other and also echoing Baudrillard’s notion that in any 

collection “the last in the set is the person of the collector”52. 

                                            
48 Miller and Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London. 10 
49 Miller, The Comfort of Things. 286. 
50 Ibid. 296.  
51 Miller and Parrot. 28.  
52 Baudrillard, The System of Objects. 97. 
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 Dissociating from objects related to a traumatic experience is “taking people from 

what they saw as actual, back to the relatively ideal state of who they should be”53, or 

who they were without the presence of trauma, as the research suggests, the logical 

completion of any relationship is that it will end. And as Miller comments, “ we cannot 

control the way the person was taken away from us in death, but we can control the 

way we separate from the material objects that were associated with the dead”54. But as 

he notes, materialization in this form has the consequence of controlling us as much as 

we control it. We may come across an object that confronts us with negative 

recollections. If so, I would argue, that these negative associations would reflect not the 

lost other but a lost self that we no longer associate with: the shortfall. Inversely, in the 

melancholic phase an object can similarly be used as a way of extending a lost 

relationship, in this way the collector’s passion may be viewed as melancholia, ever 

compounded by a self inflicted lack. A collector can only exist so as long as he has an 

absence in his set, but Baudrillard is not suggesting what I now posit, that the absence is 

indeed always the last in the set being the collector themselves, the self, continuously 

assimilating. The self is therefore never a fixed object. Miller understands objects are 

balm to repair this lack though he does not explicitly make this connection.  

Objects possessed allow the individual to invest, shuffle, divest, change and re-invest in 

them as life changes, as one eternally reconciles to an assimilating self. And the function 

of objects becomes vital to situating oneself when processing the passing of time, a loss, 

or searching for ways to move forward. Objects allow time to become spatial. In 

mourning, an object can become a marker of the ‘work’ in progress as a tangible 

experience of labour as opposed to the psychological work of recollections. Upon being 

presented with the object we can experience our reaction to it and all it elicits within 

us, positive, negative and indifferent. We can use this as a marker of our position to the 

                                            
53 Miller and Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London. 11. 
54 Ibid. 15 
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loss. Other things such as music or photographic image of place or person can initially 

arouse severe affecting pain after a loss, but over time when repeatedly exposed to 

them, they can leave us unmoved. A photographic image is perceived through concepts 

of time and space equating to memory, and music has no materiality, it is experienced 

and, if associated with a loss, then also situated and perceived through time. They are 

potentially memory made manifest and memory as experience, but they are not objects. 

They cannot be contained by possession but relate to objects in that they too make 

time spatial. Music and image cannot be removed from the psyche through destruction; 

they exist outside of materiality but could be likened to the monument perhaps as 

“reminders of an obligation to remember.”55 As a reminder of a self that cannot be 

divested. Music and image, not having a form being contained within objecthood 

perhaps create an‘other’ space for processing ‘mourning’ or assimilating to new 

realities.  

Miller proposes that testing known realities through exposure to objects is a 

possible way to access a prior desired identity. To my thinking, a visceral interaction 

with inanimate objects implicitly indicates that we endow emotion and autonomy into 

them, but they must also be embodying an identity to have this independence and that 

identity appears to feel that it is the self. “For what you really collect is always 

yourself.”56 In Baudrillard’s understanding, 

Objects undoubtedly serve in a regulatory capacity with regard 
to everyday life, dissipating many neuroses and providing an 
outlet for all kinds of tensions and for energies that are in 
mourning. This is what gives them their ‘soul’, what makes them 
‘’ours’- but it is also what turns them into décor of a tenacious 
mythology, the ideal décor for an equilibrium that is itself 
neurotic.57  
 

Could the acquiring, keeping and caring for objects be a preemptive control measure 

for anticipatory grief, the inevitable loss of self we will experience? Or do objects create 

                                            
55 Ibid. 25. 
56 Baudrillard, The System of Objects. 97. 
57 Ibid. 96. 
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a map of our self as we would wish to be, or as an archive of who we were, that we can 

use to navigate life, and redraw at any given time to better reflect our location within 

our own subjectivity. A location that belies linear time.  

 
fig.5. Mark Dion, The Collector, 2004.  

 

Referring back momentarily to the loss of home as a possible trigger for 

mourning, when viewed in terms of Miller’s research it could be seen, not only as a loss 

of self in the psyche, but of one’s entire embodied identity being physically removed 

from its safe place; the loss of the map of our self. For this reason it seems to me that 

being homeless must surely be one of the very worst persistent psychological situations 

for a human; so much so that even the act of moving house would be stressful and 

disorientating to a sense of identity and possibly make one vulnerable to its loss in some 

aspect. But Miller shows that it is at this moment that many people “prefer to passively 

separate from things associated with a relationship…rather than actively to throw out 

these objects”58 in the wake of the loss. He has found that sometimes the strategy is to 

retain an object until a point at which it can be disposed of without emotional 

consequence, like an exchange. A new house is kept unpolluted of old associations at a 
                                            
58 Miller and Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London. 25. 



 22 

point at which the self is in flux. The proverbial skeleton in the closet becomes material, 

the lost relationship as aspects of self identity embodied in an object, and we can divest 

of it as part of a renewal of the self, a moving on to a new space, a new identity without 

the need to psychologically detach further. Perhaps Miller means to indicate that this 

method of divestment allows no confrontation with the embodied object, simply leaving 

it behind, in a different space, as unwanted, leftover, waste. This ridding of the self 

through the total divestment of possessions and geographic relocation after loss 

appears to be an equally typical reaction in the event of a loss in Miller’s research as the 

gradual process we have alluded to. Turning again to art practice, Leader cites Michael 

Landy’s work Break Down, fig.6 and 7, as again being symptomatic of melancholia, but 

with my research now including Miller’s findings I viewed the work in terms of these 

concepts and look at the divestment of self as a positive action of choice. Landy 

systematically catalogued all of his belongings into ten categories, “Artworks, Clothing, 

Equipment, Furniture, Kitchen, Leisure, Motor Vehicle, Perishables, Reading Material 

and Studio Material.”59   

  

fig. 6. Michael Landy. Break Down. 2001. Detail of catalogued items. 
 

He and a team then shredded all 7,277 items in a large, specially built machine, with an 

undeniably metaphorical conveyor belt, in an old C&A shop on London’s Oxford Street. 

Break Down was seen as a comment on consumerism but Landy is quoted as saying in 

                                            
        59 Artangel. Michael Landy: Breakdown. Artangel.  February 2001.           

http://www.artangel.org.uk//projects/2001/break_down/about_the_project/break_down (accessed 17 Oct 2014). 
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anticipation of the end of the piece that “a more personal break down will commence. 

One way or another I’m trying to get rid of myself”60.  

 
 

fig. 7. Michael Lady. Break Down. 2001.  
 

Landy recalls that the performance of Break Down was like “attending my own funeral”. 

To destroy all of your belongings and attempt to rid yourself of your identity is, I 

believe, the closest thing to destroying your ‘self’ other than to actually kill yourself, and 

Landy’s ‘work’ of ridding did elicit the positive ‘end’ indicated by Miller’s research. Landy 

remarked that, 

When I finished I did feel an incredible sense of freedom, the 
possibility that I could do anything.61 
 

Allegedly Landy did not make any work after Break Down for a year.  

I didn’t want to make any work. I didn’t want to do anything. I 
didn’t feel the need to62 
 

He then began to draw studies of weeds quite obsessively, or street flowers, as he calls 

them. Tellingly saying,  

They don’t need many nutrients; they can survive in very harsh 
conditions. I like that analogy of a plant that lives in little cracks 
in the street. 63 
 

His meticulously detailed drawings, see fig.8, in turn became delicate etchings, 

representations of the representation of the plant, the analogy for Landy himself. In my 

opinion this is Landy assimilating himself to his new reality and reconstituting his identity 

                                            
60 Ibid. 
61

 Tim Cumming, Stuff and Nonsense. The Guardian. 13 February 2002. 
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2002/feb/13/artsfeatures.arts (accessed 17 October 2014) 

62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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through the repetitive practice of drawing and the symbolic exchange with the weeds. 

The choices made in Landy’s work seem to again suggest that if it can be viewed, as 

Leader suggests, as symptomatic of melancholia, then it is not in early Freudian terms of 

pathological inertia. But in Leader’s later notion of a phase in the work of mourning as 

protective mechanism, which allows the repetitive processing of reality which is 

essential to the reconstitution of the self after loss, and which Freud indicated, could be 

essential to the very constitution of the self.  

 
fig. 8.  Michael Landy. Annual Wall Rocket. 2002. 

Etching on paper. 
 

 

Miller’s anthropological findings show that in mourning and beyond we are 

constantly shuffling ‘substitutes’ until we settle on the final ideal representations with 

which we furnish our lives or keep privately, and may come to use as a site of reflection 

at specific times in our lives. It appears that the divestment of objects after loss is a 

controlled memorialization, reducing the specific to a symbolic ideal and it is my 

understanding that this is the ideal self in relation to the event. The psychoanalytic 

theories show that we create a frame and make symbolic the loss, then represent, 
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represent, represent to exhaustion in the psyche until we have fully memorialized the 

loss. Memorialization, in both theories for me, is the process of assimilation and 

readjustment of the self, to the self in relation to a loss, through means of making 

artificial, ideal and symbolic. And as Leader says, 

 This making artificial is perhaps the simplest form of what a monument 
is. The space cannot be allowed to remain the same as it was before 
the moment of tragedy and loss.64 

 
A final representation embodies the total symbol of a loss and allows access to pain in a 

controlled way. We become desensitized to the pain now symbolized in a monument, 

but if desired we can use it to access that emotion again. “Memorialization creates a 

specific location for remembrance”65, and in the absence within our western culture of 

any strict, or fixed specific, social ritual, or expectation in regards to mourning, this 

aspect of material culture; finding, keeping, caring, and handling objects, allows mourning 

to be worked through individually. The ‘object’ appears to me to have the capacity to 

become a monument for the use of the individual through the processing of 

memorialization.  

I am aware of view points suggesting the monument is reflective of a human need for 

symbolic permanence, but I am not exploring that here. Rather I wish to proceed to 

explore how the symbolic exchange with objects is part of art practice. Baudrillard 

states in Symbolic Exchange and Death, that, 

The symbolic is neither a concept, an agency, a category, 
nor a ‘structure’, but an act of exchange and a social 
relation which puts an end to the real, which resolves the 
real, and, at the same time, puts an end to the opposition 
between real and the imaginary.66 
 

He understands the reality of life to be derived from “the disjunction of life and death”.67 

And that, “the effect of the real is only ever…the structural effect of the disjunction 

                                            
64 Leader, The New Black, 105. 
65 Miller and Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London, 4. 

         66 Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death. (London: Sage Publications 1995), 133. 
67 Ibid. 133. 
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between two terms”.68 Reality is the imaginary of the other term, and so “for us defined 

as living beings, death is our imaginary”.69 With this as the archetype for all we engage 

with it follows that “whatever field of ‘reality’ every separate term for which the other is 

its imaginary is haunted by the latter as its own death”70 

 To love is to mourn, according to Leader, and in order to mourn one must 

constitute the identity through its relation to others. The processing of love and loss has 

implications for all. If one does not use others to project back the self, one cannot 

experience loss, and therefore equally one cannot experience love. If we love, we then 

risk the pain of loss. And if we are unable to process loss the price is paid with our life. 

Death takes our identity for its’ own.  Perhaps the monument is our exchange of life for 

death, and the memorialization process the reconciliation of this existence.  

 

All of us are in mourning for someone.71  

In Meditations on a hobby horse, the art historian Ernst Gombrich, asserted that, “All art 

is ‘image making’ and all image making is rooted in the creation of substitutes.”72 

Gombrich’s notion is complex but it does echo other ideas of reduction and remainder 

within my research when he talks about a “key form” that is materially dependent and 

fits a “psychological lock” that accommodates the simplest “minimum image” allowable 

for the form to still be acceptable as that which it substitutes. He is very clear that 

‘representation’ is solely occupied with the external form. An ‘image’, which relies on 

the memory for its cues, is spatially perceived and so I believe that it is on these terms 

Gombrich asserts the use of the creation of substitutes as that which feeds art practice.  

                                            
68 Ibid. 133. 
69 Ibid. 133. 
70 Ibid. 133. 
71 Anita Brookner, quoting Baudelaire from The Salon 1846 in ‘Baudelaire’ in, The genius of the future : studies in French art 

criticism: Diderot, Stendhal, Baudelaire, Zola, the brothers Goncourt, Huysmans. (London: Phaidon, 1971), 60. 

        72 Ernst Gombrich, Meditations on a hobby horse and other essays on the theory of arts. (Oxford: Phaidon,1985), 140. 
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Miller claims that “from a material culture perspective, relationships are not limited to 

persons”, but objects can be accumulated in response to a career, place or childhood 

for example. And from his research I have concluded that these objects are 

subconsciously applied supplements to self, external substitutes for missing desired 

aspects of identity. In this was they link to Gombrich’s notion of art as substitutes.  

My practice had several lines of enquiry at this point which previously seemed veiled to 

me, but which I could now view through the translation of concepts and processes of 

mourning. One series of works included the labour intensive process of pricking 6770 

pinholes into a series of blank, unaddressed postcards. I began to understand the works 

and the process as an attempt to spend time within the trauma of abandonment as a 

controlled environment, memorializing. Symbolic pinholes representing each day of a 

lost relationship were an attempt to understand a lost reality as time that no longer 

stood behind me in the linear sequence I intuitively felt but have come to perceive 

through the research. I was untethered by the sudden ‘loss’ of my past, in that the 

identity of myself for the last 18 years seemed to of vanished. The work was my mode 

of constituting myself and attempting to reconnect to the line of selves stood behind 

me, and those still to come in front of me. The metaphor of the lack of communication 

with my ex-partner in the blank postcards became secondary and simply the ideal form 

for the act of obsessively piercing. The response to loss was to make work.  

 
fig.9.  Elizabeth Wright. Wish you were here, 2014. Detail. 
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Through the research I was starting to come to understand how my practice was 

formed from concepts of mourning but also that potentially all practice makes symbolic, 

in other words, creates a ‘frame’ to present the re-presentation of various modes 

which are used to attempt to constitute the self. And so I began to explore the 

possibility that other artist practices seemed likely to be born out of these processes 

too, in fact potentially all practice.  

 When we view art works are we having a dialogue with a process whose forms 

are aligned with those of the psychological process of mourning? Are we engaging 

primarily with the embodied art practice in the art object? In the works of Calle and 

Landy I propose that loss is mourned through practice, which is a mirror of the process 

of mourning.  The actions may directly replicate the acts of repetition and re-

presentation, symbolizing and memorialization; however, in art practice I believe that all 

of these actions connect unknowingly in the act of ‘doing’. Which leads me to suggest 

that art practice is the ‘identity doing’, repeatedly, to exhaust representations in an 

attempt to reconcile to reality. There is a tension between Leader’s concepts of a 

‘genuine’ process of reconstituting the self by the ‘identity doing’, a sincerely meant 

resolution to begin again, even though it may need to be repeated eternally. And 

Baudrillard’s ‘artificial’, unending projections of self. Perhaps art practice has the capacity 

to occupy both processes?  

 Calle’s pieces, Exquisite Pain and Take care of yourself, fig.10, seem to explore the 

process of memorialization through the use of repetition and symbolic representation.  
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Fig 10.  Sophie Calle. Take Care of Yourself, 2009. Detail. 

 
The ‘doing’ in these works is the undoing of trauma. The process being ‘successful’ for 

Calle in Exquisite Pain, its form of repetition and shared authorship are then repeated in 

Take care of yourself. The repetition a nod toward Freudian melancholia, but also 

suggestive of the acquiring of an absence, reflecting Baudrillard’s thinking, or Miller’s 

theories that these processes have become substitutes, representations of something 

irreconcilable.  

 Peter Dreher’s series Every Day is a Good Day seems to explore how objects are 

used to constitute a loss through process and how objects allow the continuity of 

relationships as stated by Baudrillard and Walter Benjamin.73 Dreher’s series of 5000 

paintings of the same glass in the same position at differing times of day has been a part 

of his practice since 1974. The small scale, realistic paintings deny any narrative other 

than the act of creating them. His desire to paint, and in a naturalistic way, at a time 

when the very possibility of painting was being questioned, indicates to me that the act 

of painting was vital to Dreher’s psychic existence.  

                                            
73

Walter Benjamin. ‘Unpacking my Library’, in Illuminations. (New York: Schoken Books, 1968.) Benjamain’s essay pre dates      
Baudrillard’s System of Objects and asserts many of the same ideas as those within A Marginal System; Collecting, but from the 
poetic standpoint of the collector.    
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fig.11 & 12. Peter Dreher. Every Day is a Good Day. Since 1974. Nr. 8. Day 1974, Nr 2195. Night 2009. 

He acknowledges the negative emotional impact of becoming homeless during the 

Second World War in his native Germany and subsequently the emotional need to find 

‘home’ occupied him in his youth. After building his own house when he was twenty-

nine he concluded that home is not a physical place, but something that you have to 

build “by something you do or think, or something you paint.”74 Dreher states in 

conversation with Lynne Tillman that when he is painting the glass “it’s the only place 

and the only hours in my life when I really feel quiet”75, offering us the presupposition 

that he is “anxiety ridden”76 at other times.   

When fear of one’s surrounding spills over into neuroses or 
mental illness, something occasionally happens that is related to 
keeping a calendar, to fixing one’s self to the dates of the 
days…Repeatedly demonstrating that I am alive, driving a stake 
into the flow of time, trying to wrest a smidgeon of 
immortality.77 
 

Dirk Teuber writes in Confidence in seeing that, 

Every Day is a Good Day, was launched from a position of 
fragility, doubt and, at the same time, the certainty that painting 
should still be possible as an expression of consciousness.78 
 

                                            
74 Lynne Tillman. ‘Interview with peter Dreher’ in Peter Dreher. Just Painting. (Milton Keynes: Occasional Papers, 2014), 31. 
75 Ibid. 32 
76 Ibid. 32 
77 Dirk Teuber. ‘Confidence in Seeing’ in Peter Dreher. Just Painting. (Milton Keynes: Occasional Papers, 2014), 41. 
78 Ibid. 41.  
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For Dreher, the act of painting the glass has a symbolic, embodied value that represents 

his loss/enquiry and is revisited repeatedly to process it. This loss/enquiry is not yet 

reconciled. The paintings become representations of the processing of this enquiry and 

therefore become the memorial. But they cannot be a monument/symbolic reduction, 

otherwise one painting would suffice. The process of painting the same object is the site 

of the enquiry/memorialization of the loss. The process of painting is where Dreher’s 

identity resides, working through, processing unkowns and knowns to assimilate them, 

each day into himself.  We could read this practice as a process inhabited to ensure the 

continuation of an absence, but if the absence is the ever-adjusting self the continuation 

is inevitable. The object ensures the continuity of the subject.  

 
fig.13 Peter Dreher. Every Day is a Good Day.1974-2007. 

  
 

Yve-Alain Bois’ essay Painting the Task of Mourning eloquently and convincingly 

concludes “mourning has been the activity of painting throughout this century”.79 His 

theoretical stance on modernist movements within painting art practice as impacted by 

social, political and cultural events asserts, “the whole history of abstract painting can be 

read as a longing for its own death”80. Bois’ notion is that the “manic mourners”81 of 

modernism are essential to paintings continued existence, and their legacy has 

                                            
         79 Yve-Alain Bois. Painting: The Task of Mourning in Painting As Model. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press),1993. 243. 

80 Ibid. 230. 
81 Ibid. 243. 
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subsequently become our history and the foundation for “a fascination with the age of 

the simulacrum”82. Bois’ essay is premised upon the death of painting. (This essay covers 

death as a form of loss in painting and is not concerned with any aesthetic dispute on 

the relevance or value of painting as a medium.) For Bois, painting is the act of mourning 

the death of painting and a Freudian notion of pathological melancholic mourners as 

artists repeatedly practicing an invalid mode of enquiry. But does painting know it is in 

mourning?  Dreher’s practice of enjoying painting83 throughout the decades could be 

read as a counter argument to Bois’, or the vindication of Bois’ assertion that art 

practice killed the dead (the end of painting) in order to go on painting, forgetting “that 

the end has to endlessly worked through”84, that mourning is endless. Dreher’s practice 

was born out of a desire to paint an invisible picture. An “impossible undertaking”, he 

says, “an undertaking that could only be realised by painting the simplest thing 

possible.”85 Dreher here at once affirms Bois’ theories and dismisses them, saying,  

The simplest thing in existence is the inescapable reality that 
surrounds us. I was always cautious about narrative pictures 
charged with meaning. But an individual painting loses its 
relationship with reality as soon as it is repeated. It is just 
painting.86 
 

And Bois acknowledges painting is potentially possible when, 

We believe in our ability to act in history: accepting our project 
of working through the end again, rather than evading it through 
increasingly elaborate mechanisms of defense (this is what mania 
and melancholy are about) and settling our historical task: the 
difficult task of mourning.87 
 

Dreher’s practice for Bois can only exist as mourning for painting through painting.  

We could align the theories within this research to the patterns of Dreher’s process 

and label it accordingly as the passion of the collector, the endless self, or the 

pathological mourning of a very long melancholic phase, but none of these notions 

                                            
82 Ibid. 242. 
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84 Ibid. 243. 
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define Dreher’s practice. Rather, his practice speaks back to these attempts to label it 

of wider concerns and deeper roots that exist outside of interpretation in these terms. 

Dreher’s practice is mindful, meditative and life affirming. It is the identity doing in self-

prescribed, self-discovered, repetitive structures.  

 

Wakeful Dreaming. 

Arthur C Danto, the art critic and philosopher, said that a work of art is an object 

embodied with symbolic value and that art could be “wakeful dreams.”88  These wakeful 

dreams in light of my research seem a possible definition of art practice as process.  

A process which puts emphasis on the aim of not knowing itself, as if this was a benefit, 

when rather it is a reality that we perhaps name in order to possess. As Benjamin claims 

we do from childhood, 

Children can accomplish the renewal of existence in a hundred 
unfailing ways…the painting of objects, the cutting out of figures, 
the application of decals-the whole range of…modes of 
acquisition, from touching things to giving them names.89  
 

Looking at art, no longer singularly addressing loss, the concepts of mourning allow a 

different understanding of the processes of art practice and the art object. Other 

practices I have explored appear to me to exist within the concepts of mourning and 

melancholia and have elements of repetition, substitution, destruction and prescription. 

Practices such as Tracey Emin’s intensely personal narratives and personal investment 

into processes acknowledging the layers of a historical self, such as fig.14; 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
         88 Arthur C. Danto. What Art Is. (London: Yale University Press, 2013), 48. 

89 Walter Benjamin, ‘Unpacking my Library’, in Illuminations. (New York: Schoken Books, 1968), 61. 
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fig.14 Tracey Emin Exorcism of the Last Painting I Ever Made 

(detail), 1996. 1 of 14 paintings from a total of 97 works. 
 

Thomas Demand’s photographs of life sized replica cardboard models of specific sites 

that hold unresolved questions are documentations of symbolic representations, fig.15;  

 

 
fig.15. Thomas Demand. Bathroom. ���1997.  

 
 

Susan Hiller’s practice of systematically ‘destroying’ works to resurrect them as a ‘new’ 

work, “ retrieving and reassembling a collection of fragments…she makes something 

potentially new out of remaindered items”.90 Her Hand Grenades, fig.16, are created 

                                            
90 Fiona Bradley, introduction to Susan Hiller. (London: Tate Gallery Publishing, 1996), 9. 
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from the ashes of ‘old’ paintings that she regularly burns and places into glass vials and 

catalogues.  

 
fig.16. Susan Hiller. Hand Grenades, 1969–72 

 

George Shaw’s labour intensive paintings of his childhood neighborhood in the 

evocative medium of model makers Humbrol paint, fig. 17, and his very personal 

drawings of his father’s death bed, fig 18; 

 

   
fig.17. George Shaw, Scenes From the Passion: Late, 2002 
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fig.18. George Shaw, Sketch of his father, 2006.  

And Vija Celmins practice, which feels to me like it is trying to capture the vastness of 

the universe, the very nature of what it is to be human through works such as To Fix the 

Image in Memory, fig.18. 

 
fig.18. Vija Celmins, To Fix the Image in Memory, 1977-82. 

 
 A multi layered, emotionally evocative sculptural piece, which speaks directly to so 

many aspects and notions of human life from geology, evolution, survival, possession, 

memory, relationships, time, life and death, embodied cognition through indexical 

marks, representation and the role of the artist. Practices such as theirs, from the 

standpoint of my research, allow me to consider the theories of processing repeated or 

symbolic representation, and the need to create a space of memorial for the processing 

of experience. Actual space occupied by an art object or the space of time spent in 

studio practice, and ultimately the inner space of the psyche. The concepts of mourning 

as psychological processing becoming physical action, ‘identity doing’, as art practice, 

seems to be affirmed through my exploration of other artists.  

 



 37 

There is no single sequence…but a complex pattern of 
accumulation, sorting, and divestment that utilizes objects to 
help create a long term, processural relationship to the loss, 
which can thereby gradually contend with the trauma of the 
event itself.91 
 
 

 As in all our research on loss, little of this process of detachment  
 is prescribed or even particularly noticed. It is something that  
 people creatively develop as their own particular strategy of  
 divestment and separation.92 
 
These two quotes from Miller pertaining to the detachment from objects after loss 

are relevant here to re-introduce the patterns, or rather lack of patterns, of 

behavior in the concepts of mourning, other than an individually developed, 

accumulation, organization and divestment. If I replace the word ‘loss’ in the first 

quote with the word ‘enquiry, and ‘the trauma of the event’ with ‘an understanding 

of the self’, the quote then reflects my current thoughts on art practice.  

 In her symposium introduction On Not Knowing, Rebecca Fortnum’s explanation of 

the necessity of the studio grasps the non-linear nature of art practice both 

psychologically and physically, which mirrors the concepts of mourning. Quoting 

Brian O’Doherty, she calls the studio a “mobile cluster of tenses”93 explaining that it 

can “hold the process (of practice) non-sequentially and make it ‘present’.”94 She 

illuminates how the studio space gives “evidence of initial explorations, unfocused 

desires, material experiments, blind alleys, slight asides as well as labours of love, 

moments of sheer boredom and utter playfulness”95 a simultaneous presence. Seeing 

the studio as a technology she believes allows artist to, 

dwell in their process and that this dwelling is important because 
it is only over time that an artist comes to understand why and 
how they do what they do as well as what it is they have done.96  

                                            
91 Miller and Parrot. Loss and Material Culture in South London, 19. 
92 Ibid. 16.  
93 Rebecca Fortnum. On Not Knowing; how artists think-symposium introduction. Kettle’s Yard. 29 June 2009. 

http://www.kettlesyard.co.uk/exhibitions/mi/papers/onn_fortnum.pdf. (accessed: 13 March 2014).  No page numbers given. 
I am not in agreement with Fortnum’s further thinking in her conclusion regarding an artist ability to “never enter their own 
work.” 

94 Ibid. No page numbers given. 
95 Ibid. No page numbers given. 
96

 Ibid. No page numbers given.  
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The studio in these terms can be viewed as a manifestation of the processes of the 

concepts of mourning: investing, shuffling through objects/ideas, divesting, changing and 

re-investing in working through experience/enquiry. Dwelling within specific thinking for 

chosen periods of time in order to understand ones situation and identity in relation to 

it. Recognizing the processes of practice in terms of the concepts of mourning expands 

our understanding of the potential nature and function of art practice and the works 

created.  

 
The Successor to Grief. 

My current practice uses objects that substitute identities in the symbolic exchange of 

personal investment, and through the process of repeated representation discovers a 

site of memorial to the process of exhausting my attachment to a loss, an identity or my 

assimilation to a new identity. The memorialization occurs in the process of making. 

The research enabled my practice to move out of the literal task of mourning a loss and 

into this identity doing in relation to the process of mourning. The ‘work’ is no longer 

the work of mourning, akin to therapy, but can now stand alone as modes of enquiry. 

Representation in these terms is always subjective, in so much as the subject is the sum 

of all of its objects and the sociocultural influences which surround it. Leader questions 

whether the arts “very existence (is) linked to the human necessity to mourn?”97. Seeing 

the arts as allowing observers access to grief, 

By showing publicly how creation can emerge from the 
turbulence of human life. In our unconscious use of the arts, we 
have to go outside of ourselves to get back inside.98 
 

An act, that again, mirrors the psychological process of constituting the self. He 

supposes that we connect to artwork because it represents the “universal nature of 

                                            
97 Leader, The New Black, 86. 
98 Ibid. 87. 
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what a mourner feels”99and as the research proposes, “we are all in mourning for 

someone.”100 Ourselves.  

As artists we are working through a process of exhausting representations, attempting 

to assimilate ourselves to our experiences and our changing identities. We offer 

audiences the residues of the processes of our continued assimilation to our self 

through relationships with objects that are made, or used, to both supplement an 

illusory ideal, and allowed to mirror the truth in as much as it is ever possible to know 

subjectively. Practice is not about death, but about being determined to be alive, 

…the work goes on. Because it is controllable reality. It is a 
form of thinking that frees up thought. It is time consuming but 
time slowing, isolating but self-fulfilling. It is part of life, but also a 
metaphor for how life should be, with everything in place, every 
pattern clear, every rhyme exact, every goal near.101 
 

In making art, enquiries, practices and processes vary, but by the very action of doing am 

I simply saying to others, and myself, “look. This is how I feel”? 

Ideas come to us as the successors to griefs, and griefs at the 
moment they change into ideas, lose some part of their power 
to injure our hearts. 102 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                            
99 Ibid. 87 

        100 Anita Brookner. The genius of the future : studies in French art criticism: Diderot, Stendhal, Baudelaire, Zola, the              
brothers Goncourt, Huysmans. (London : Phaidon , 1971). 60.  

101 Holland Cotter. ‘All That Life Contains, Contained.’ NY Times (18 September 2008) 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/19/arts/design/19mora.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 (accessed 17 October 2014). No 
page number given.  

102 Marcel Proust. ‘Remembrance of Things Past’. (New York: Vintage, 1981) cited in Sherry Turkle, Evocative Objects. Things        
We Think With. (Cambridge Mass.: The MIT Press, 2007), 319. 
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