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Abstract

In this study I endeavour to analyse my position as an artist from the point of view of the
fields of art history and image studies, as well as across other fields, including mourning
and funerary practices. In so doing, I discover that in a variety of historical and cultural
ways for many centuries, the psychic or imaginary edge or threshold between life and

death has been challenged, bridged and moved across.

This is of particular significance for my art and therefore I investigate how site, materiality
and ritual — which span across works of art and funerary and mourning practices — may
contribute to possibilities of healing or constructive engagement with death and loss. An
analysis of the movement of the body, carrying objects and materials across the thresholds
of significant places like cemeteries or art galleries, reveals that transferral may lead to
the formation and translation of individualised transient inner images in the body. An
exploration of materiality shows that material objects and their “edge qualities” may be
exploited in certain contexts — such as when engaging with death and loss — to challenge
imaginary or psychic thresholds and thus enable healing. The interplay between the
field of funerary practices and art-making processes clarifies the way in which ritual and
ritualised processes comparably mediate the contradictory experience of the degeneration
of the corpse and the need to embody continuity and thus enable healing. Based on, and
expanding upon this research, I am able to envision and conceptualise future installation

and land art projects.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

My research project consists of an exhibition of mostly sculptural installation art, aligned
with this thesis. The thesis aims to articulate and contextualise the research questions
which motivate my art-making. By researching these questions theoretically and his-
torically, | am able to self-re ectively and comparatively situate my artistic production
amidst the cultural and aesthetic work of other practitioners | past and contemporary,
local and international. Furthermore, | envision how this study contributes to new con-
ceptions and development for further projects. By distinguishing my focus and methods,
and interrogating my research questions systematically, | endeavour to analyse this posi-
tion from the point of view of the elds of art history and image studies, as well as across
other elds in which mourning and funerary practices are investigated. By analysing how
death and loss are interacted with, it becomes evident that the psychic or imaginary edge
or threshold between life and death has been challenged, bridged and moved across in
a variety of historical and cultural ways for many centuries. Within this broad eld my

own distinct focus on the transformative power of dynamic thresholds is adumbrated and



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 2

articulated.

My research questions emerge intimately from personal life experiences. From a young
age, stories about my Polish grandfather's escape from Poland during World War I
sparked my curiosity about the capacity of speci ¢ places to trigger fear and anxiety and
have the potential to a ect persons throughout their lives. My grandfather ed Poland

in 1945 after an altercation involving a Russian o cer at a Jewish concentration camp.
My grandmother also left Europe (from Belgium), but in the hopes of starting a better
life in a new country, and not because she feared for her life as my grandfather feared
for his. While my grandfather hardly every spoke about his experiences in Europe, my
grandmother did. She told stories about her childhood and young adulthood in Belgium,
as well as the stories that my grandfather had shared with her of his own experiences.
To my knowledge, my grandfather was not a prisoner. He was forced to work as a
bookkeeper at a concentration camp, because he was a victim of coercive labour practise
under the Nazi rule. After an “incident' (the details of which he never fully disclosed even
to his closest family), he feared for his life and ed over the mountains to what was then
Czechoslovakia, in what seems to have been a harrowing journey. In Czechoslovakia he
changed his surname. He then managed to move to Belgium, and to study in Antwerp,
where he met my grandmother. My grandfather and grandmother left Belgium separately
and met up in South Africa where they were married. In Johannesburg in 1959, two years

after my mother was born, my grandfather changed his surname again.

On his deathbed in 1999, my grandfather was staying with my immediate family in my
parents' home in Bloemfontein. When he was near the end of his life he struggled with

throat cancer. The treatments and pain medication for this condition a ected him to
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such an extent that he would sometimes suddenly wake up in a delusional and paranoid
state, feeling sure that the Russians were still after him and were about to nd him. As

a seventeen-year-old, | witnessed these outbursts. His anxiety, | later came to believe,
was possibly not only because of the suppression of his feelings about experiences of
World War Il, but perhaps also because these repressed presentiments were based so very
much on place. The events at certain places, mostly in Poland, changed him and his life
so much so that he was hardly ever able to talk about them, never able to return to his

birth country and unable to ever completely recover from their e ect.

Figure 1.1

Adelheid von Maltitz, Polish passport, 2021.

| feel especially connected to my grandfather, his life story and his birth country, as |
received Polish citizenship through him. Allara (2017) explains how the psychological
e ects of war may be passed on from one generation to another. | believe that the trauma

which my grandfather had experienced rst-hand impacted my mother's family home and
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was passed on to me, and possibly other family members albeit to a lesser degree, as

inter-generational trauma.

Personally, | have always considered myself anxious regarding speci ¢ places in my South
African milieu, namely places which are associated with death and loss, or those that
are politically charged. Both my parents grew up during the Apartheid era and in 1994,
when | was eleven, Apartheid was nally brought to an end. | had grown up with parents
who were especially nervous about the dangers of certain areas. My siblings and | were
constantly told that we could not enter certain places and that if we did we could be stolen,
raped or killed. As a young adult | found myself with preconceived, non-factual beliefs
about the places around me. For this reason, in my previous MA Fine Arts research,

| considered the topic: \Fear transformed: constructing roaming structures as a means
of confronting and overcoming a fearful response to a displaced urban environment",
to explore my anxieties about certain places. The roaming structure which | erected
consisted of thousands of hollow resin-like bricks, with additional objects placed inside,
or entombed within them; objects that | found at places which | believed were unsafe. |
also enclosed objects which | used during the process of making these repetitive hollow-
cast resin bricks, like masks and gloves, suggesting layers of protection. Lastly, | built

site-speci ¢ sculptural structures at places that | identi ed as fearful to me.

From my MA Fine Arts study | came to realise that interacting with places engendering
anxiety may well assist in bringing about a new understanding, which in turn may result
in either some kind of healing, or an integration or working through, of previous trauma
or beliefs. With this realisation my attention was caught on my daily commute to work

over approximately one year, by what seemed like a mother and daughter consistently
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