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Making Arrangements: The Curation of Grief in the Home Studio (Faire 
les arrangements : la conservation du deuil dans le studio à domicile)

Pamela Whitaker, PhD,  and Christopher McHugh, PhD 

Belfast School of Art, Ulster University, Belfast, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
This is an article co-produced by the contributions of two authors from different professional 
disciplines—art psychotherapy and ceramics at Ulster University, Belfast School of Art 
(Northern Ireland). The purpose of this collaboration is to promote the attributes of material 
culture (materials of life that are meaningful and fulfill our needs) as a signature pedagogical 
practice within art therapy. Material culture contributes to art therapy in its appreciation of 
possessions as personal archaeology representing a life story, ancestral legacy, and an 
autobiographical archive. The influence of material culture upon art therapy training at Ulster 
University is transformative, in terms of interdisciplinary team teaching and creating with 
personal belongings. An appreciation of each person’s material culture supports relevancy 
within art therapy practice by encouraging service users (participants) to embrace their 
worldly goods as psychological and artistic possessions. In this acknowledgement of material 
culture, the art therapist is not the authority in terms of what materials to provide, but 
rather supports the use of home as studio and gallery. The following is an example of 
material culture’s contributions to art therapy teaching in relation to loss and commemoration.

RÉSUMÉ
Cet article a été co-produit par les contributions de deux auteurs de disciplines professionnelles 
différentes – la psychothérapie artistique et la céramique à l’Université d’Ulster, Belfast School 
of Art (Irlande du Nord). Le but de cette collaboration était de promouvoir les attributs de 
la culture matérielle (matériaux de la vie qui ont du sens et répondent à nos besoins) en 
tant que pratique pédagogique de prédilection au sein de l’art-thérapie. La culture matérielle 
contribue à l’art-thérapie par son appréciation des possessions en tant qu’archéologie 
personnelle (représentant une histoire de vie, un héritage ancestral et une archive 
autobiographique). L’influence de la culture matérielle sur la formation en art-thérapie à 
l’Université d’Ulster est transformatrice, en termes d’enseignement en équipe interdisciplinaire 
et de création avec des effets personnels. Une appréciation de la culture matérielle de 
chaque personne contribue à la pertinence de la pratique de l’art-thérapie en encourageant 
les utilisateurs de services (participants) à considérer leurs biens matériels comme des biens 
psychologiques et artistiques. Dans cette reconnaissance de la culture matérielle, 
l’art-thérapeute n’est pas l’autorité en termes de matériaux à fournir, mais soutient plutôt 
l’utilisation de la maison comme studio et galerie. Ce qui suit est un exemple des contributions 
de la culture matérielle à l’enseignement de l’art-thérapie en relation avec la perte et la 
commémoration.

Materiality of culture as signature pedagogy

The materiality of culture is an art therapy sig-
nature pedagogy at Ulster University, initiated 
through lectures and studio workshops with 
ceramics. A signature pedagogy is a bespoke form 
of training for a particular profession that acts 
as a preparation for professional practice 
(Shulman, 2005). Pedagogical signatures “teach 
us a lot about the personalities, dispositions, and 

cultures” of a particular profession and what 
forms of knowledge are distinctive (Shulman, 
2005, p. 52). Art therapy education cultivates an 
ethos of service to others in relation to the integ-
rity of reflective arts-based inquiries and inter-
disciplinary learning. It is a pedagogy informed 
by studio explorations that promote experiential 
practice, arts-led processing of curriculum con-
tent and cultural proficiency (Leigh, 2021). 
Material culture (a discipline informed by art 
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history, sociology, anthropology, archaeology, and 
geography) can contribute to art therapy peda-
gogy as a signature methodology for working 
with art materials. Material culture training is 
influential within ceramics education, as it 
bestows an analysis of design and how we live 
with objects. It is also an invocation to create 
with belongings that offer utilitarian and symbolic 
associations. Material culture is a discipline aptly 
suited to art therapy education, as trainees learn 
how to work with physical mediums of expression 
that are linked to ways of life, traditions, heritage, 
and society. It is also an exemplar of how per-
sonalized aesthetics within art therapy education 
support the artist identity of the trainee and, by 
association, of the art therapy service user. “One 
thing is clear: signature pedagogies make a dif-
ference. They form habits of the mind, habits of 
the heart, and habits of the hand” (Shulman, 
2005, p. 59).

The curation of grief in the home studio

During a period of online teaching due to 
COVID-19, art psychotherapy trainees at Ulster 
University developed displays or mises en scène 
(the staging of a display composed of found 
objects) using the materiality of their homeplace 
for constructing an arrangement for loss, grief, 
and commemoration. The art of display offers a 
focus point for domestic expression through acts 
of curation. A materiality of mourning bestows 
agency through the arrangement of objects that 
may act as a shrine, sanctuary, or comfort zone. 
The art of home can operate as a focus point for 
consolation and the mediation of loss. The 
artist-in-residence, in this case an art therapy 
trainee,selects symbolic metaphors from their 
household collection to form an assemblage of 
commemoration. The material culture of grief is 
simultaneously an inheritance, archive, and 
archaeology of mementos that associate through 
meaningful correspondences. This article pro-
poses an integration of material culture references 
within art therapy, as a way to examine memo-
rialization in terms of our object relations. These 
displays are energies of life that are compositions 
of remembrance and potential. They are home-
made ceremonials offering refuge and a retreat 

into the making of our own domestic museum 
or gallery. Home-based autobiographical land-
scapes preserve and compose as a material vocab-
ulary. Our artifacts are all around us, and by 
placing them in arrangement, they waymark a 
continuation of relations.

The home studio tableau is an artistic grouping 
or installation bringing together pieces in order 
to make a whole (Farrell, 2021). It can also be 
considered a mise en scène, placing on stage an 
exhibition of what we already possess with an 
intention to narrate grief experiences. The art 
psychotherapy course at Ulster University has 
linked its pedagogy with a ceramics’ studio mind-
set, in order to engage with possessions and 
domestic materiality as a form of artistry with 
psychological intent. During distance learning in 
the COVID era, the art therapy studio at home 
offered an opportunity to create with belongings. 
One notable home studio theme, inspired by a 
ceramics-informed approach to material culture, 
was composing grief in relation to lived-with 
objects. In essence the ceramics studio was trans-
ported into the homes of art therapy trainees, in 
terms of emphasizing the significance of material 
culture and its links with anthropology and 
archaeology, particularly with relevance to shrines 
and sanctuaries as places of memorialization 
within art therapy (Figure 1).

Material culture can simply be defined as the 
whole range of things made and used by humans. 
Material culture as a term emerged in the 19th 
century (Buchli, 2002, p. 2) and is closely linked 
to the development of the disciplines of anthro-
pology and archaeology, where particular assem-
blages were ascribed to specific groups of people. 
Prevailing material culture studies within the 
social sciences tend to construe things as being 
inextricably ‘entangled’ (Thomas, 1991) in social 
relations and the negotiation of human identity. 
Human–thing relations are often seen as mutually 
constitutive (e.g. Giddens, 1984), where we make 
things and in turn are made by them.

The contributions of a ceramics approach to 
thinking about possessions profiled the influence 
of found objects in art therapy studio pedagogy, 
as a repurposing of the materials of our lives 
through experiential learning (Wong & Lay, 
2021). During previous on-campus ceramic 



CANADIAN JOURNAL OF ART THERAPY 3

studios, art therapy trainees used clay to explore 
the theme of sanctuary by creating shrine-inspired 
sculptures for display in the home. Inviting train-
ees to also use domestic found objects was a 
natural progression in considering how display 
and assemblage could be utilized for creative 
expression in the home studio during a pan-
demic. As a bricolage of materiality, this method 
of art making mediates disconnection through 
the transformative construction of what we 
already possess (Wong, 2021). Material culture 
refers to our physical surroundings, belongings, 
and our appropriation of objects as resources for 
identity both at home and in society (Moro, 
2015). Grief and ritual are entangled through 
material culture and an archaeology of emotions 
can be made tangible through a social production 
of grief and its material trajectories of content 

(Toulson & Newby, 2019). A materiality of grief 
can be considered a commemoration and an 
assembling of objects that display loss through 
arrangement. Bringing together keepsakes, 
mementos, and artifacts of bereavement bestows 
significance to the composing of grief within a 
home exhibition. It can be “an attempt to reclaim 
dominion over our lives” (Farrell, 2021) in the 
composition of a still life (as a material docu-
mentation) that depicts associations to signifi-
cance, connotation, and nuance. The effects of 
this form of display is an ordering that is pur-
poseful and redemptive. The display can also 
depict a sense of passage, which takes center 
stage in the home gallery. Rather than a singular 
artwork it is a conglomerate of parts (or influ-
ences) bound together as a forging of relations. 
A memorialization or commemoration, in this 
context, is therefore an accumulation rather than 
a deficit.

Incorporating the ready-mades of the home 
studio for the acknowledgment of grief is also 
an act of celebration. As a material celebration 
of life, grief on display is a curation of objects 
that are near and dear to us, a combining that 
enacts loss within a scene of relations. It is a 
situating of grief as a polyphony of artifacts, 
which accompany the everyday with visual and 
tactile observances. The efficacy of objects as 
force and energy brings to our attention the 
influences of an afterlife in the objects that 
extend one life upon another (Bennett, 2010). 
Assembling objects as a scene for encounters 
brings to life a passing and a reckoning with 
loss, and an ongoingness in terms of living with 
bonds of continuity (Bogan, 2019). It is the 
emergent qualities of assembling that bestows a 
vitality that accompanies domestic experience. 
Each object contributes distinctively to the whole 
assemblage, which is not so much static but a 
positioning of subjectivity through the art of 
movement curation as a mnemonic device that 
catalogues associations (Brooker, 2010). The loca-
tion and redistribution of objects moves us on 
through grief as a series of correspondences. 
Grief is a configuration of psychological and 
physical processes with revisions, additions, and 
removals of metaphor and symbolism that make 
it  cultural ly responsive to dist inctive 

Figure 1. Shrine. Note: This shrine-like ceramic artwork made 
by Christopher McHugh adopts a bricolage approach to repur-
posing found objects, and was used as a starting point for a 
material culture lecture and workshop for art therapy trainees. 
It provided a focus for a discussion on the topics of assemblage 
and display within the domestic setting. (2019). SetoMonogatari 
7 [Porcelain, glaze, decals, luster]. Dublin, Ireland: Irish State 
Art Collection. Dimensions: 40 x 25 x 25 cm. Photo: Jo Howell, 
2019.
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vocabularies, discourses, and images (Hallam & 
Hockey, 2001). Our objects choreograph activa-
tions, and we are in the making with grief as a 
form of agency (Bennett, 2010).

The creation of displays with familiar objects 
offers consolation and familiarity. The physical 
properties of these materials can also relate to 
ancestry, kinship, and the symbolism of grief. 
The home sanctuary is a repository of belongings 
that pay homage (Davies, 1999). This assembling 
is an archive and a collection that marks grief ’s 
enduring relevance to our life story. A display of 
grief, through our possessions, produces an occa-
sion for observance in the home-as-studio. It is 
a ritual presentation of objects offering a cere-
monial arrangement, rite of passage, and a place 
for materializing memory (Hallam & Hockey, 
2001). A commemorative display incorporates 
collections of hand-me-downs, found objects, 
purchased items, inherited mementos, and created 
symbols. In their arrangement and proximity 
there is a handling of our experiences in a tan-
gible way. Within reach, they are objects we can 
hold on to as a composition of solace. We make 
with what we find at home and the assembling 
is a juxtaposition of life experiences both past 
and present. Exhibiting grief is akin to creating 
domestic forms of rituals that structure a passing 
and transitioning, a solemn dedication to the 
presentation of grief as a ritualized event with 
artistry, purpose, and dedication. Being in touch 
with objects as an aesthetic act of remembrance 
means that “the past can be based in a narrative 
of the object itself and the creative process then 
becomes an integration of past and present” 
(Malis, 2021, p. 196). Feeling at home is contrib-
uted to by the spaces we construct as emotional 
configurations of physical properties. Creating 
physical arrangements at home can compose grief 
as a compilation of belongings that represent 
memory and the continuing of a relationship.

Material culture is our own way of working 
with what we already possess, it facilitates a duty 
of care and ethical art therapy practice in relation 
to “context-specific cultural phenomenon” (Kaimal 
& Arslanbek, 2020). Rather than creating with 
what an art therapist has provided, we make our-
selves at home with the media from our own 
material cache. In this regard, ethics refers to 

relevancy and impact for the producer of the art 
therapy display. The art therapist refrains from 
imposing a material predetermination in terms 
of selecting objects that may seem appropriate, 
but ultimately fail to conciliate the artist in res-
idence (as either art therapy trainee or art ther-
apy service user). The culture of grief is each 
person’s determination, and the art therapist 
encourages its curation with symbolic objects that 
are already available to the participant, so there 
is a sense of being at home with artifacts that 
are truly one’s own. In times of grief, these 
archives are our history and also our life’s 
resources, as they draw upon the strengths of 
our cultural affiliations and material legacies of 
meaning. Grief is different for everyone, and hon-
oring distinctiveness and unique curatorial 
approaches promotes resilience in terms of being 
in production. It is a constructivist approach that 
supports meaning making through producing a 
change of scenery at home to facilitate the instal-
lation of grief as an arts-based installation.

The ultimate therapeutic goal should be to provide a 
context that is safe for the grieving client to integrate 
their experience of loss into their self-narrative, such 
that they feel a continuing bond with their deceased 
loved one at the same time as experiencing a sense of 
renewed trust in their worlds. (Beaumont, 2013, p. 5)

The home studio is inherently our refuge 
where we have our life’s materials at hand. It 
should contain traditions of coping and thriving, 
and it is the place of our knowledge creation. 
The home studio, as part of art therapy educa-
tion, supports discovering what we are looking 
for in the “already there”. Our possessions as 
material culture serve to make distinct our 
belongings of identity that represent narratives 
and influences. The selecting, sorting, and arrang-
ing of found objects can develop capacity and 
decision making (Moon, 2010). There is a com-
mitment to achievement in terms of a display 
outcome. Rather than an imposition of materials 
selected by an art therapist, the objects are shared 
as a personal testimony of life experience. The 
choices of objects are arranged according to their 
relevance. The art therapist witnesses the sym-
bolism of a home creation as an honoring and 
tribute (Jackson, 2020). This commemoration can 
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be brought to the art therapy studio in the form 
of photographs and the display itself may be rec-
reated. Clarifying the terminology and symbolism 
of grief according to its specificity within cultures 
of association situates the art therapist as a wit-
ness to an honoring produced by the art therapy 
participant as celebrant in their own formation 
of ritual. The art therapist is not the expert on 
anyone’s grief, but rather offers the support struc-
tures for the actualization of grief creation on a 
person’s own terms and lived-with material 
expressions.

The interdisciplinary link between art therapy 
and material culture is a dialectic that supports 
ontological diversity, and the recognition that art 
therapy has always been informed by the study 
of art history, anthropology, and archaeology in 
relation to the material expressions of cultures 
(Gerber, 2016). Art therapy education’s inclusion 
of multiple realities and forms of arts-based 
knowledge can be understood as a dialectic inter-
subjective paradigm (Gerber, 2016). This para-
digm recognizes the significance of aesthetic 
experience through studio inquiries of 
self-reflective practice that accumulate expressions 
of emergent meaning. “Our intuition [as art ther-
apy professionals] is composed of…ancestral 
knowledge and family folklore” (Backos & 
Carolan, 2018, p. 51). The material conversations 
generated within art therapy home studio prac-
tices share the objects of trainees’ and educators’ 
lives. This aesthetic transmission of knowledge 
can be enhanced through team teaching that 
appreciates “the cultural variables of the learner” 
(Backos & Carolan, 2018, p. 52) in tandem with 
the material cultures of educators. This aesthetic 
intersubjectivity between trainees and educators 
forms an art therapy collective whereby each 
composes a visual journey of personal artifacts 
that are “moving” in the sense of generating psy-
chological and educational milestones. Domestic 
displays (as landmarks) can form a kinesthetic 
mapping or routes of transitional consciousness 
in relation to time, space, and experience (Gerber 
et  al., 2013). This may also produce an “inter-
subjective artistic matrix,” an intermediary space 
of communication and production between art 
therapy trainees and educators (Gerber et  al., 
2013, p. 42).

Comfort zones

Most domestic settings have a focal point. 
According to philosopher Gaston Bachelard 
(1964, p. 14) “fire confined to the fireplace was 
no doubt…the first object of reverie” providing 
comfort and an opportunity for contemplation. 
Fire is associated with a rekindling of memory, 
as in the lighting of a candle or signifying an 
eternal flame of remembrance (Hallam & Hockey, 
2001). The link with comfort and fire embodied 
in the mantelpiece seems to have been a feature 
of dwellings since at least the Neolithic period, 
as suggested by the stone hearths and shelving 
units found in the excavated houses within the 
settlement of Skara Brae (Orkney Islands, 
Scotland) (Childe et  al., 1929). The metaphors of 
grief are distinctive in their associations to the 
materiality of places, contexts, and the interiors 
of homes. The mantelpiece, hearth, and alcove 
are focus points for our attention, and can com-
panion milestone narratives, such as grief.

For archaeologist Christine Finn (2009), the 
mantelpiece performs the function of a secular 
shrine, where memories of family life (past and 
present) are documented through the display of 
juxtaposed objects in a state of “suspended ani-
mation…[a] familial thread binding each object 
to the others over time” (Finn, 2009). Finn traces 
her family’s history through a cathartic 
auto-archaeological excavation of material objects 
displayed on her late parents’ mantelpiece. 
Although clearing these items destroys accreted 
stories (accumulated over decades) in an extem-
poraneous manner, the mantelpiece acted as a 
liminal portal to the past, triggering reminiscences 
of joy and grief. More recently, ceramicist Richard 
Slee (Jones, 2021) has made a range of ceramic 
artworks inspired by The Mantelpiece Directives, 
an initiative of the Mass Observation research 
project (1937-1950) instigated as a study to 
research everyday life in Britain. This archive doc-
umented people’s mantelpiece displays as an 
anthropology of the vernacular culture of home, 
capturing a snapshot of the idiosyncratic tastes 
and quotidian preoccupations of people at a par-
ticular moment in time. These daily observances 
of unconsciously curated home displays exemplify 
comfort zones as the centerpieces of people’s 
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domestic lives (Figure 2). They are a historic doc-
umentation of heritage (as a legacy of relation-
ships) combined with life in the making. This is 
an idiosyncratic positioning and layering of ances-
try, meaningful paraphernalia, and objects of focus 
as a particularly potent reference point during grief.

Artist Grayson Perry (2013) employed a similar 
approach in his preparatory work for The Vanity 
of Small Differences, a project resulting in a series 
of monumental tapestries examining class and 
taste in contemporary Britain. Interviewing peo-
ple in their homes about their prized possessions 
demonstrated the importance of the mantelpiece 
as a focal point to display objects, often ceramic 
ones, carrying important memories. Regarding 
the contents of a home interior in Sunderland (a 
city in North East England), Perry offers the fol-
lowing commentary:

To the Ikea generation it looks like sentimental 
kitsch unlikely to achieve ‘vintage’ status; [however] 

to the owners, each piece evokes a personal memory. 
Photographs of ‘the first in our family to go to uni-
versity’ are proudly displayed amongst the dancing 
trophies and best china. (Perry, 2013, p. 27)

The home museum is a surround of compan-
ionship that has particular relevance during a 
pandemic, where home spaces have served as 
sanctuaries. Aaliyah Harris (2021), describing the 
interior trends of the pandemic’s sheltering in 
place, notes the resurgence of display cabinets 
and a quest to compose a gallery of home as a 
surround of familiarity and protection. Within 
the indwelling of a pandemic retreat, there has 
been a heightened realization of death, exacer-
bated through the documentation of daily death 
tolls, lived experiences of loss, and the recogni-
tion of our own mortality. The home studio has 
been a receptacle for these passages of insight 
conjured through material forms. Our possessions 
are a distilled form of reflective practice on the 
theme of disappearance and remembering in the 

Figure 2. Mantelpiece Assemblage. Note: An ad hoc arrangement of items on a mantelpiece assembled by Christopher McHugh 
speaking of family history and pre-COVID-19 travel. (2021). Mantelpiece Assemblage [Photographs, snow globe, figurines, Shinto 
amulet, Japanese sweet molds, incense burner]. Gateshead, UK: Personal Collection. Dimensions: 40 x 25 x 25 cm.
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context of pandemic-informed relational loss. 
Particular objects we possess may also act as 
artistic forms of memento mori (remember you 
will die), a symbolic reminder of life’s fragility 
and its ultimate culmination in death (Tate 
Galleries, 2021).

Afterlives and postmemory

Objects displayed in the home play a central role 
in homemaking and domestic memory practices 
relating to grief and commemoration. Such items 
may be inherited heirlooms, expressing familial 
connections and a sense of lineage. According to 
cultural geographer Caron Lipman (2019), “the 
act of homemaking is fuelled by a desire to 
develop senses of belonging, privacy and famil-
iarity” (p. 84). Here, “the home becomes a con-
glomeration of superficial surfaces and hidden 
depths, of spaces to store or archive objects” 
(Lipman, 2019, p. 85). The multifarious tempo-
ralities and materialities embodied in objects in 
the home also leads to a temporal distortion 
where “there is no linear time; the home is full 
of presences caught up in the lingering layers of 
a collective shaping of home” (Lipman, 
2019, p. 87).

Archaeologist Bjørnar Olsen (2010) argues that 
it is the durability and in-place-ness of objects 
which situates the past within the present, pro-
viding us with a sense of “ontological security” 
(Olsen, 2010, p. 121). In this way, the material 
world is experienced as a palimpsest (the super-
imposition of contemporary content on an earlier 
form), a profusion of personal and cultural his-
tories. According to Olsen, “at every moment the 
materials of the world confront us with a great 
patchwork of coexisting temporal horizons that 
create networks and connections between differ-
ent times, different pasts” (Olsen, 2010, p. 108). 
These material and contextual juxtapositions pro-
voke contemplation and a commentary on the 
accumulation of losses over time, or the bringing 
forward of the past into the present.

In some cases, our material surroundings may 
play a role in engendering what Marianne Hirsch 
(2008) describes as postmemory (a phenomenon 
where secondhand memories are inherited by the 
offspring of those who have experienced 

personal, collective, or cultural trauma and grief). 
As Hirsch (2008, p. 107) notes, “postmemory’s 
connection to the past is thus not actually medi-
ated by recall but by imaginative investment, 
projection, and creation.” This is particularly true 
of old photographs, which may “function as 
ghostly revenants from an irretrievably lost past 
world” (Hirsch, 2008, p. 115), inviting us to 
reconstruct the past, while simultaneously 
reminding us of the impossibility of doing so. 
Looking at photographs of our relatives, we may 
try to identify a family resemblance or even feel 
our ancestors gazing back at us. However, “the 
dead remain forever liminal—both magically 
present in photos and painfully absent beyond 
their frames” (Kidron, 2012, pp. 13-14). 
Photographs can be powerful objects of com-
memoration and mourning. As visual anthropol-
ogist Elizabeth Edwards (2009, p. 334) notes, the 
tactility of analogue photographs enhances their 
affective potential as they can be “framed, cut, 
crumpled, caressed, pinned on a wall, put under 
a pillow, or wept over.”

Places of memory

Anthropologist Carol A. Kidron’s (2012) ethno-
graphic studies of the relationships between 
Holocaust survivors and their descendants suggest 
that objects displayed or concealed within the 
home play a role in the intergenerational trans-
mission of trauma. In particular, trophies or sou-
venirs taken “in flight from the deathworld” 
(Kidron, 2012, p. 11) by the survivor generation 
may act as key conduits in the mediation of the 
non-narrative, intergenerational transmission of 
the traumatic past through a range of embodied 
object–person interactions within the domestic 
setting. These microlocal sites of memory embed 
“the non-pathological presence of the Holocaust 
past within silent embodied practices,” which 
serve to sustain “familial lived memory and to 
transmit tacit knowledge of the past within the 
everyday private social milieu” (Kidron, 2012, p. 
7). Kidron researched the performative roles of 
objects and mementos of the Holocaust through 
an intergenerational transmission of use and in 
their inheritance. For example, a soup spoon 
taken from Auschwitz by a Holocaust survivor 
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was subsequently used to feed her daughter. 
Rather than existing as a morbid presence in the 
home it functioned as a symbol of resilience, and 
a triumph over a near-death tragedy that could 
be “routinely re-enacted” (Kidron, 2012, pp. 

11-12). The spoon acted as an object of survival 
and recovery that entered into the life of the next 
generation. For Kidron, this is an example of 
“inter-corporeality and embodied memory” exist-
ing within the “micro-moments of lived experi-
ence” (Kidron, 2012, p. 3) (Figure 3).

Within the domestic setting, we are surrounded 
by inherited objects that speak of those who went 
before us. While these include photographs and 
other possessions (Figure 2), it is often through 
the material affordances of tools or utensils that 
we can feel an empathetic proximity to the 
departed in our ability to reenact their embodied 
experiences. Thus, a kitchen sieve or the hair 
recovered from a comb may be transformed into 
commemorative objects of affect, materializing 
grief and loss (Figures 3 and 4).

Assembling meaning

Assembly and rearrangement can be a creative 
process, where meaning is made through a brico-
lage approach, juxtaposing objects from different 
temporal zones and contexts. Memory expert 
Bernie Arigho (2008, pp. 205-208) likens the act 
of reminiscing to a form of curation where mem-
ories are recollected and formed into a shape that 
can be shared with others. It is, therefore, a form 
of creative expression rather than just an exercise 
in dwelling on the past. Similarly, the act of using 
objects to tell a story is a curatorial process, involv-
ing inclusion, omission, and recontextualization.

The artist’s studio has sometimes been the sub-
ject of archaeological attention, one example 
being the excavation and subsequent reconstruc-
tion at the Hugh Lane Gallery, Dublin, of Francis 
Bacon’s London studio (Cappock, 2005). Just as 
this process has provided new insights into 
Bacon’s creative practice, art may in turn help to 
elucidate the archaeological endeavor. Using the 
analogy of a thickly layered Anslem Kiefer paint-
ing, archaeologist Rodney Harrison (2011, p. 160) 
argues that both art and archaeology involve “the 
making and remaking of material palimpsests 
which mediate the production of the past, present 
and future.” Working from home, with what we 
have to hand, involves a similar “mediation of 
the past as a creative engagement with the pres-
ent and future” (Harrison, 2011, p. 160). The 

Figure 3. Hair Piece. Note: Rebecca Duddy (2017). Hair Piece 
[Sterling silver and hair]. Northern Ireland: Personal Collection. 
“This piece represents illness, and includes my mum’s hair from 
chemotherapy” (Rebecca Duddy, personal communication, June 
12, 2021).

Figure 4. Still Standing. Note: Rebecca Duddy (2017). Still 
Standing [Sterling silver, steel and nine-carat gold]. Northern 
Ireland: Personal Collection. “The sharpness of the jagged cast 
nails contrasted by the beauty of soft silver. This piece rep-
resents hardship, but shows I am still standing” (Rebecca 
Duddy, personal communication, June 12, 2021).
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archaeology of home is an accumulation of mate-
rial culture—our own social and cultural anthro-
pology that offers potential places of respite 
during grief (Figure 4). As a living domain 
archaeology is not solely an excavation of the 
“buried,” but instead a personal and social con-
struction related to themes of cultural specificity 
and relevance through found objects (Godino & 
Madella, 2019). The empowerment derived from 
using the materials most one’s own is a counter-
point to an imposition of art therapy materials 
that do not relate. A home’s objects of signifi-
cance are the “go to” places for restoration that 
are right for the householder who collected them. 
These displays are not a backdrop, but an instal-
lation in which to inhabit as a symbolic surround 
organized for purposeful and homemade psycho-
logical support.

End points

A personally significant object is a multivoiced 
mediator in contact with grief as a formation of 
creativity and subjectivity-in-process (Toulson & 
Newby, 2019). The influence of material culture 
within art therapy education is its relevance to 
becoming an artist-in-residence within one’s own 
home studio. The shrine or sanctuary in the 
homeplace is an artistry of arrangement that 
aligns with how grief needs to be composed with 
what we already possess. An assembling of our 
own artifacts, for the commemoration of grief, 
is a solemn occasion of agency in a 
three-dimensional formation within art therapy. 
This artistic practice begins at home in art ther-
apy education, the place in which trainees grasp 
their studio practices through the handling of 
their effects. As a signature pedagogy within art 
therapy, material culture becomes us in its align-
ment with personal assets and holdings. It is 
therefore synonymous with cultural applications 
that are right for the art therapy trainee (or ser-
vice user) taking comfort from their ownership 
of consoling personal materials.

The haptic qualities of objects are there for 
us in their proximity and relatedness. The cura-
tion of our materials has an influence on inclu-
sive art therapy practices that prize cultural 
responsiveness to diversity. Material collections 

are bespoke and personally significant. As art 
therapy practitioners, we take care to not sym-
bolically trespass into someone else’s home. There 
is learning in how our comfort zones differ and 
how memories are processed in the assembling 
of creations that are emergent and transforma-
tive. An “aesthetic pedagogy” (Gerber, 2016, p. 
799) is representative of dialectical reasoning 
within a learner and educator artist collective, 
where intersubjectivity is prized not for its uni-
formity, but for its variance.

The collaboration between art therapy and 
material culture studies (through a ceramics 
methodology) is beneficial for all three disciplines 
and their respective studio practices. Each 
approach provides content, media, and context 
to the other so that all are enhanced with a par-
ticular focus on domestic curation. Incorporating 
material culture within art therapy education 
engages a diversity of learners in terms of their 
personalized art media. Intrinsic knowledge is 
activated in the making of an assemblage as a 
constructivist aesthetic associated with ontological 
complexity within studio learning. A repository 
for material cultures within the profession and 
education of art therapy assists in the examina-
tion of home as a distinctive contributing factor 
to grief composed with belongings. Interdisciplinary 
team teaching (in this case art therapy and 
ceramics) enhances the professional development 
of art therapy trainees and art therapy educators 
through an extended form of knowledge acqui-
sition that develops cultural humility, material 
knowledge, and empathy. This article has elabo-
rated upon how a ceramics-informed approach 
to object relations can enhance art therapy ped-
agogy in terms of enhanced material attunement. 
Making a scene at home is an artistic proclama-
tion, a rite of passage, and it involves placing our 
subject matter out there on our domestic center 
stage. It is an artistry that encourages being at 
home with what we have at home. Our accumu-
lations are a signature artistry that we can arrange 
for consolation.
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