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Objects of the Dead

 

A toy, books, jacket, dresses, pipe, cricket bat, apron, hat …

When a loved one dies, suddenly their personal belongings and defining possessions come to the foreground of consciousness—they are truly noticed. This noticing is complex and often poignant. Death reconstructs our experience of personal and household objects in particular ways; there is the strangeness of realising that things have outlived persons, and, in this regard, the materiality of things is shown to be more permanent than the materiality of the body. Most of us live with traces of the dead in the form of furniture and other objects that have always been there or have recently entered our lives and households. I am naming these ‘objects of the dead’ because they were once the personal and household belongings of the living, now deceased.

Elizabeth Kübler-Ross has written extensively about the withdrawal of the dying from the world and their emotional disinvestment from material possessions. Yet for those who outlive a loved one, the objects that remain are significant memory traces and offer a point of connection with the absent body of the deceased. At some point in time after a loved one has died, one or more family members or close friends sort through the personal objects. What are the kinds of decisions made, experiences had and memories recalled in and through this process?

What is the fate of objects after a death? As remnants of lives and identities, objects of the dead sit in rooms, on shelves and in drawers. They are worn on bodies, are stored away for safe-keeping, or end up in charity shops, auction houses or on eBay. Why do some stay and some go from our lives, households and indeed memories? What do we really value when it comes to the possessions of deceased loved ones? What differences in value and meaning exist between relics that are objects—a chair, ring or piece of clothing—and relics of the body itself— hair, teeth, bone and ash? What of the body, if anything, do we keep? This book examines these questions as it tells stories from Australian lives. The stories are fragments of lives: memories and objects juxtaposed and in conversation.

In the pages that follow I examine a universal and often poignant experience—the death of a loved one and the process of sorting through, living with and discarding objects that are left behind. I explore the status of material possessions as property, metaphors and symbols of love and identity, and the function and power of objects to bind and unbind family relationships. We remember, hold on to or let go of the deceased through their material possessions. Conversely, the dead continue to shape lives and households through the bequests and responsibilities they administer, through what they leave behind.

My own experience of bereavement is part of this book in both story and motivation. In 2001 my father died of bone cancer. In the nine months of his suffering and death, I wrote a diary, something I would never ordinarily do. The diary became a preface to this book, a notebook of its stirrings. I would not have embarked on the project if I had not experienced this significant death and come to understand what many others have already known before me: how everyday and commonplace death is and yet how utterly unique it is for each person to find themselves living in relation to an irreversible absence that they could do nothing to prevent— this death, like all deaths, will happen sometime in the future, and then it is already in the past. Nothing blurs and structures time more than death and bereavement.

This book is based largely on interviews with Australians who have experienced significant bereavement. Some of the primary research is also derived from emails and letters. Biographical details of many of the interviewees mentioned here can be found on page 194. The interviews were partly conversations, because my own experiences were not excluded from the process. The research enabled me to explore what types of objects people value after a loved one dies, and why. Understanding what is valued also tells us about our values as individuals and, more broadly, about wider attitudes to death and material culture. A range of objects was mentioned in the interviews, and certain types held special significance. Almost everyone talked about photographs and clothing; in the light of this, I have given these particular focus in separate chapters.

The interviews revealed that some objects do not trigger feelings of attachment, or specific memories or stories, for example, most household effects that are mass-produced and occupy collective household spaces and forms of use (televisions, fridges and so on). This is useful for understanding the moral decisions and behaviours of individuals towards the belongings of the dead. No one in the interviews had any qualms about selling most household effects, but no one said that they would sell the clothes of a deceased family member. The decisions made about the fate of objects revealed a moral system whereby monetary gain should be made only on certain types of objects and under certain conditions; for example, I discovered that most personal objects become ‘gifts’ to family and friends or donations to strangers through the charity economy, though it may be morally acceptable to sell clothing when poverty or financial need is an issue. Time, and emotional, relational or generational closeness to the deceased, may alter this general moral standard and code of behaviour. Thus, in terms of conscience, jewellery could be sold more easily when the seller was of another generation or an emotionally or genealogically distant kin.

There are of course other, less tangible, though no less memorable and affective, things that carry with them the identity, character and memory-association of a person. It can be a song, a turn of phrase or a gesture that when heard or seen immediately carries a loved one’s image and memory. Sometimes these are welcome, at other times painful and sad. One of my interviewees, Sonia, whose daughter died tragically from a drug overdose, couldn’t bear to hear the song ‘Sweet Caroline’. Stephen, whose mother was murdered, spoke of various triggers: ‘My mourning was intense, and lingered for about fifteen years. I used to imagine that the sound of the bell on my cat as it passed beside the bathroom window in the twilight was the sound of my mother’s soul’. Films, television advertisements, products on supermarket shelves—the specificity of individual lives and relationships leads to a huge variety of things that trigger memories and emotions. While I focus most on material ‘objects’ in this book, I use the word ‘thing’ to represent the diversity of tangible and intangible triggers reported by my interviewees.

Most of the people I interviewed came from Anglo-European backgrounds. The interviews were arranged through contacts with counselling and grief support organisations, as well as through professional and personal networks. I have changed the names of the interviewees to protect their privacy (except for a few well-known Australians). Most were heterosexual and more than two-thirds had higher education degrees.

As I progressed with interviewing and gained further contacts, it became apparent that women were more interested in and comfortable talking on this subject. Women often volunteered friends and contacted people for me. Some of the men I interviewed were reticent, avoiding this type of engagement and subject matter, which could provoke emotions or breach some deeper sense of privacy. While I think there is a gender dimension to this difference in disclosure, it also demonstrates the simple reality of some people, men and women, being more sensitive and attuned to this type of discourse and conversation. In one interview I was told quite significant, tragic things after the ‘official’ session was over. I have respected the timing of this disclosure and kept the material out of the book. One male interviewee seemed unable to respond emotionally or imaginatively to the topic—perhaps it didn’t suit the way he thought about the world. When I played back the interview I realised that he had mentioned the death of a child, a baby, but not actually talked about it. The story was there but not there, and I must have known during the interview that it was out of bounds.

All the people I interviewed spoke of a range of family deaths—mothers, fathers, partners or lovers, children, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles and grandparents. Of all the family relationships, parental deaths dominated the stories of keepsakes and grieving. Statistically, a parental death has the highest chance of representation, and this was certainly borne out by the interviews. For some of the younger interviewees, the death of a parent was their only deeply felt, life-changing bereavement. Not surprisingly, then, the death of a parent or parents tended to overshadow other bereavement stories, though many of the interviewees did touch upon them. Fathers’ deaths had the highest numerical representation, probably explained by the fact that men, on average, have a lower life expectancy than women. At the other end of the generation spectrum, deaths of children were also described. As a mother, afraid of and sensitive towards a bereavement of unspeakable depths of sadness, I initially avoided these stories.

Simone de Beauvoir’s insight of ‘the power of things’ in death has been used in poignant accounts in literature and memoir, such as in de Beauvoir’s own A Very Easy Death, Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Drusilla Modjeska’s Poppy; and recently in Paul Auster’s The Invention of Solitude, Colm Tóibín’s The Blackwater Lightship, The Story of Night and The Master, and Siri Hustvedt’s The Blindfold and What I Loved. In his memoir, A Mother’s Disgrace, Australian writer Robert Dessaix tells the story of how his father, mowing the lawn one day, stopped halfway through to start a letter to him. He ‘wrote about half a page and in mid-sentence died’.1 Dessaix cannot read this letter from his father, and it seems to have become an object encrypted in the time of its own making. It is not just an unfinished letter but one that was never sent and thus was not quite given or received.

Despite the numerous literary treatments, there is a notable absence of sociological research into grief and material culture, particularly in the context of Australia. While there is sociological, cultural and historical research on objects in relation to death, memory and mourning, the more intimate history of grief objects through interview research (rather than through memoir or individual narratives) is limited. This is partly because research into objects and material culture has, to date, focused largely on the areas of consumption and commodity, and on the theories and practices of gift-giving and exchange relations.

Many of the people I interviewed didn’t want me to think that their attachment to objects was about materialistic values. Before the subject matter of my research was fully grasped, quite a few interviewees conflated materiality with materialism. They tended to deny or downplay their attachment to objects because they hadn’t distinguished materialism from the symbolic, emotional and memory value of material life. I suspect that a pervasive social and moral discourse against the materialism of consumer culture has distorted our ability to think about material culture and possessions more positively and diversely. After all, life is essentially material. Perhaps we need to reconnect the spiritual to the material life, reasserting a fundamental interconnection.

The material legacies of death are often quite ordinary—a vase, a tea set, a pipe, a toy, a blanket, a chair, rings, books, clothing, photos; any number of personal and household objects. And yet I wonder if this value of the ordinary is true in the case of individuals from very wealthy homes. All the people I interviewed, except for one, were from low- to middle-income families. An individual’s background may shape their perceptions and value systems when responding to the personal possessions of deceased family and friends. In other words, ordinary objects may be treasured precisely because they make up the majority of a person’s possessions.

More than half of the interviewees identified themselves as religious or spiritual; some were in limbo—between belief and agnosticism—and a few were outright atheists. Although many people described themselves as religious (most of Christian faiths) and as believing in a separate and independent afterlife of the spirit or soul of a person, they longed for the return of the absent body. Indeed, one very religious interviewee said she would give anything to have her father back. Belief in an independent spirit or soul is kept alive, indeed supported, by living memory and other material traces. We knew the deceased only as the embodied being that they were. Notions of disembodied spirit, to my mind, conceal a debt to and dependence on material existence.

The material legacies of death are overlooked or undervalued by religious beliefs that place a higher cachet on notions of disembodied spirit. Western philosophical responses to death have focused on death denial, identifying religious beliefs in the disembodied spirit as part of this phenomenon. On the other hand, death denial is often levelled at the secular world of capitalism, which promotes a culture of distraction in the excesses and in satiability of consumption. This book counters both the anti-materialism of religious spiritual ideas and the over-materialism of consumer capitalism. It negotiates a path between the secular and the religious, the material and the spiritual, aiming to question the secondary value and transcendence of earthly, material life stemming from religious traditions and ideals. It does this by showing how inseparable spirit and matter are, through stories of grief and mourning. It also grounds the spiritual in the material, offering an antidote to the gloss and gleam of consumer objects. It shows another face, or side, to objects that our visual commercial culture rarely shows. It is about those other objects, deeply connected to memories of self and others, that gain or lose particular meaning and value in death. This other life of objects—private, sometimes secret, and often unarticulated—is in some ways more pressing, more penetrating and more affecting than the desirable objects in magazines or behind shop-front windows that are supposed to occupy our thoughts and desires most pervasively; they do, of course, especially for people living in relatively affluent societies, but they also conceal the other story and meaning of objects in relation to death, mourning and memory.

Buying a dress, a shirt, jeans, shoes, a book, a saucepan, glassware—any number and type of object— involves the transference of that object from the market setting of the shop to the setting of the home. The image of the object in the shop, its lure as something of practicality, desire, status or identity, is also transferred, not necessarily without change, to the home. However, when an object loses ‘newness’ because it has been touched and possessed, it may also lose its lure as a commodity; of course, this depends on the object and the owner. Celebrity objects and possessions, antiques and collectables—these are another story. Antiques and collectables represent a particular type of commodity that has relative value according to its age, origin, singularity or rarity in number, the quality of its material and design, the reputation of its designer and the history of its ownership. It is in the antiques and collectables market that we find the fetish of the celebrity relic—the aura of the dress belonging to Marilyn Monroe captured rather wittily in the film The Wonderboys, for example.

In entering the home—the sphere of personal space and identity—an object shifts its value and status not only in its objective market value but also in its subjective value, that is, how it is regarded by its owner and user. Of course, it may cease to be noticed, becoming an object amongst other objects, commanding attention only occasionally for one reason or another. A fashion item loses its ability to please probably more quickly than the object whose function or aesthetic appeal is durable. Indeed, while commodity culture beckons us to gain satisfaction from consumption, sometimes the greatest pleasure is in the possibility of consumption, and not in its satisfaction. Consumption can be entirely unsatisfying, because it is in the space between having and not-having that pleasure resides, however fleetingly. Naturally, we can be entirely unaware of how we experience these movements of satisfaction or disappointment as we go about our looking and shopping. In our saturated commodity culture, satisfaction gained is never total or complete; it is infinitely deferred or, rather, continuous and contiguous with existence itself—being alive and desiring subjects. As the song goes, ‘I just can’t get enough’. It is a cliché, of course, to talk about the pleasure of suspended consummation in relation to sex, and it is probably as much a cliché to talk about it in the context of shopping. But there is something in this movement of objects from the commercial to the private sphere, from public display to private ownership, from the generalised other (or generalised consumer) to the particular consumer and self, that makes important connections to this book’s title—Objects of the Dead.

Everyday objects and personal possessions end up in unexpected places because of natural disasters, war and human travel. The tsunami devastation in South-East Asia in December 2004 showed how quickly human life can be transformed into debris. The objects of disasters and genocide are often experienced as unhomely or haunting, because they are reminders of trauma and its disorder, both psychologically and geographically. I refer to these objects as nomadic because not only are they signs of the travel and movement of human beings; they too have travelled, losing and changing their place of housing. Of course, all objects are nomadic in the circulation and exchange of goods and commodities. We buy things, bring them home, and when we move house they either go with us or stay. When we die, our possessions move to the homes of family, friends and strangers. Death makes all material possessions nomadic.

One of the defining aspects of modernity is increased human mobility through choice and circumstance. In contemporary Australia, for example, it is unusual for people to spend the whole of their lives in the same house. Paid work, study and love relationships are common reasons for moving house and geographical location. These moves, however, affect people’s ability to keep, in the long term, objects of their deceased family. One interviewee, Justine, lamented the fact that her travels overseas ultimately meant the loss of mementoes of her deceased aunt. She felt very sad about this and wished that, in her youth, she had had more presence of mind to understand their long-term meaning and value. Other interviewees simply accepted the fact that because of increased human travel and movement, modern society places greater limits on holding on to generational property.

However, when movement comes about through forced circumstances, the issue of what can be moved across distances by foot, horse and cart or any other mode of transport becomes crucial. While objects that enhance survival take most priority in desperate and dangerous circumstances of human movement, it is unusual for objects of identity and memory not to be taken as well if at all possible. In his research on transitional objects and refugees, David Parkin found that

 

even under … conditions of immediate flight or departure people do, if they can, seek minimal reminders of who they are and where they come from. Alongside items to sell or use in defence en route, and the food, farming tools, mattresses, blankets, medicines … are sometimes the compressed family photos, letters, and personal effects with little or no utilitarian or market value.2

Discarding personal and household items is part of the trajectory of self-identity and embodiment. Hawkins and Muecke write: ‘Getting rid of things is one of our most quotidian experiences of loss. Expelling and discarding is more than biological necessity—it is fundamental to the ordering of the self’.3 The right to dispose of our own property is taken for granted and rarely questioned. Getting rid of other people’s possessions, however, is another matter: few people would feel that they have the right to discard the property of living people without consent, and the right to rid ourselves of the property of the dead throws up moral dilemmas; for example, whose self, identity and household have priority—is it the deceased self, now subject to material erasure, or the self of the person dealing with the deceased’s property? The fact that objects themselves have differential values, based on the market and on more personal criteria, already orders the relationship and priority of selves and identities. Since it is generally only a small portion of objects that truly hold special value, the living can dispose of most property without feeling that they have privileged their own interests, values and even tastes above those of the deceased.

When people die, the status of owner doesn’t necessarily switch immediately (if at all) to the living. The question of ownership and thus responsibility can enter a liminal period where property or objects are neither fully possessed nor dispossessed. Of course, taking responsibility for objects, deciding their fate, is not the same as owning them. People can feel ‘bad’ about getting rid of the possessions of their dead, because something of the person remains attached to the object, but various rituals of dispossession enable people to wipe clean the remainder of another person or disinvest objects of the ‘me-ness’ attached to them. Thus, washing clothes before giving them away is an important rite and so too is placing objects in detached places and spaces so that people can more readily ease them out of their lives and sense of self.4

Pragmatically, most people know that they simply cannot keep everything and that decisions, more or less considered, have to be made at some point in time. An important question is: when? It is not possible or advisable to be prescriptive about this matter, and ultimately people move towards sorting through possessions in their own time; it may not be an entirely conscious decision. Sue, who is in her early sixties, told me about winding up her parents’ estate. They hadn’t been able to part with anything, she wrote, and had ‘a collection of newspapers going back to the 1800s, schoolbooks of their own parents and grandparents, old cheque butts, unopened purchases, receipts, greeting cards’. Sue ‘began culling too early and too quickly’, and, at the time of our communication, was ‘still struggling with regrets and with the ongoing process’.

A few of the people I interviewed hadn’t made any decisions about the belongings of their dead and were in no hurry to. One interviewee said, ‘Just because John’s dead doesn’t mean that I have to remove what’s left of him’. Within months of bereavement, however, the grieving can feel a vague pressure from friends and workmates to show signs that they are coping and getting on with life. One of the causalities of this pressure to appear as if one is ‘moving on’ is that people can throw out too much too quickly for the psychological benefit of others—friends and family. Later on, they can experience a sense of loss because they no longer have those valuable, intimate objects that trigger and carry memories. This is what happened to a woman who discarded everything of her late husband’s, including shared household items. The only important object kept was a photograph. The woman’s daughter-in-law told me the story:

 

She sold or disposed of all her pots, dishes, even the toaster (a four-slicer) because ‘they were too big’ and she was now on her own. It was not until about twelve months later when my husband and I visited her that we found she was having some problems adjusting and she told us what she had done. By then she was very remorseful that all she had left was the one photo.

While getting rid of objects quickly is a response to grief, even an act of grief, it is also a way of blocking emotion and a contemplative process. The psychology behind this action may be a temporal-spatial confusion between subject and object: by getting rid of objects quickly, people think that they are moving forwards, when in fact it is they who are left behind. Making objects of the dead go away doesn’t make grief go away—there is no magic wand, no ‘out of sight, out of mind’ solution. Furthermore, quick and early disposal of possessions can be interpreted as a type of ‘acting out’, in which the bereaved gain some control over a subject through their objects. By repeating the experience of loss, by making objects go away through their own volition, they indirectly and symbolically enact death and what it brings— loss and disappearance. As noted by many psychologists of grief, there is usually a degree of anger, even resentment, that the bereaved harbour towards the deceased: ‘Why have you left me alone?’ and ‘Why can’t things be the same?’ These questions represent the sorts of emotional feelings and inner psychological responses that people have. Often, the grieving don’t know why they were in such a hurry to make changes to a house and its contents. For example, soon after my father died, my mother chopped down a tree he had planted in the front garden. It was a very important tree for my father, and my sister and I were quite taken aback by the action. Months later, looking at the tree stump, my mother wondered why she had done it.

Louise, one of my interviewees, spoke about her quick response of cleaning out her father’s room. Louise had mixed, ambivalent feelings towards him: although she said that she loved him, she also spoke about how difficult and cruel he could be. She remembered how he made her feel incompetent and would put her down as a child. During a mid-life crisis, Louise’s father left her mother for another woman; as he became older and his health declined, he moved back into her mother’s house, as she had volunteered to take care of him. Louise’s father spent the rest of his life there, and much of his time in his bedroom. Louise said:

 

When my father died I cleaned out his room. Dad died at home; he died suddenly sitting on his bed, and Mum came in and found him … it was very traumatic for her. I went up there as soon as I found out. I immediately wanted to clean [his]room out, so that it didn’t retain that feeling of him being there dead. I sort of wanted to take that away. It was quite painful to have the room where he died … it was all his things, his smell and all that. There were things there that were really touching like his bowls jacket—he used to play bowls … I suppose it seems really cruel; it seems like I whisked him out. I suppose I could look at it that way.

Thinking more deeply and expansively about our relationship to objects and material life will, I hope, enable more sensitive understandings and responses to grief and death. I discovered that most people really knew about this subject and yet hadn’t given it much thought, hadn’t articulated their own experiences or stories. Indeed, people found themselves speaking about objects and recognising, perhaps for the first time, that they are worth speaking about.
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Subjects

 

As we looked at her straw bag, filled with
balls of wool and an unfinished piece of
knitting, and at her blotting pad, her scissors,
her thimble, emotion rose up and drowned us.
Everyone knows the power of things: life is
solidified in them, more immediately present
than in any one of its instants.
Simone de Beauvoir, A Very Easy Death

The relationship between subject and object was given particular attention by Jean-Paul Sartre, who considered the existential aspect of possession. He suggested that possession is an elemental drive in the human struggle to experience itself as complete. Possession is thus fundamentally linked to consciousness of mortality and avoiding a sense of nothingness. In analysing possessions and their basic significance to human existence, Sartre suggested that having is related to being or, rather, the desire ‘to be’. An object is something through which a subject projects its self in order to procure a sense of substance, and a sense of dwelling and enduring externally, beyond the body:

 

Precisely because I am always somewhere outside of myself, as an incompleteness which makes its being known to itself by what it is not, now when I possess, I transfer myself to the object possessed. I am … nothing other than pure and simple possession, an incompleteness, an insufficiency, whose sufficiency and completion are there in that object.1

The feeling of lack and incompleteness at the heart of the subject drives human activity, and in the First World this is especially expressed in compulsive and excessive consumption.2

Human beings constantly transform their identities and histories by projecting themselves into and out of the world of things: ‘Surrounded by things, we learn to recognise ourselves in them, to realise and transform ourselves through them, and to draw from them a measure of consolation as we move through time, dying as we go, passing through and eventually out of the world’.3 Consumer culture now drives this process of constructing, representing and objectifying identities through things.
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