10
Symbol-making in Bereavement: The Temples at Burning Man 

__________________________________________________________________

9
Kimberly Bateman

__________________________________________________________________


 Symbol-making in Bereavement: The Temples at Burning Man
Kimberly Bateman
Abstract
For the past 15 years in late August, the Black Rock Desert of Northern Nevada has become a temporary home to up to 68,000 people who participate in the Burning Man music and art festival. Organised by the guiding principles of inclusion, gifting, de-commodification, self-reliance, and self-expression, among others, the festival draws artists and free thinkers from around the world. The culminating event is the creation and conflagration of a large, wooden replica of a man. Beginning in 2000, a lesser known and far more somber part of the festivities include the construction and subsequent burning of a memorial temple on the final evening of the event. These temples are a collection of private and public pieces commemorating those who have died. The artwork, objects, and words offer richly complex views of the bereavement process, and are the subject of this qualitative study. Temple themes, selected pieces and participant interviews are profiled to illustrate the cathartic effect of symbol-making in bereavement. Archetypally, symbols can be seen as connecting the unconscious with the conscious, the instinctual with the rational, and can join past, present, and future considerations. Making an external representation of these internal processes allows for the sharing and acknowledgment of the multiplicity of feelings associated with intense loss. This holistic view of bereavement is well reflected in this year’s theme, which is the Temple of Whollyness.    
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1. History

     The Temples evolved from the personal tragedy of David Best, a Petaluma artist who transformed his installation Temple of the Mind into a memorial piece after the death of a dear friend just weeks before the festival in 2000. The following year, he took it to the universal level, and created a larger structure called the Temple of Tears. He invited all interested Burning Man participants, or burners, to imbue the larger memorial with their personal messages, symbols, and/or pictures related to the deceased within its walls. Best oversaw the construction from 2001-2004, and then again in 2007 and 2012. His temples were entitled The Temples of: Tears, Joy, Honor, Stars, Forgiveness, and Juno. Other themes, generally constructed by a collaboration of camps, were called the Temples of: Dreams, Hope, Basura Sagrada, Flux, Transition, and in 2013, the Temple of Whollyness.
 On the final evening of the festival, the structure containing all the memorial art and mementos is set on fire while thousands stand in a circle around it in silence. Gilmore notes, ‘This ritual has since become a cornerstone of BRC’s [Black Rock City’s] annual traditions – providing a contemplative space in which to reflect on some of life’s bigger questions concerning transience, meaning, and love.’
 

2. Applying a Depth Psychological Lens
     Though each loss is as unique as the individual relationship, from a depth psychological perspective, the mourning process has several collective themes which may be operative in the rituals enacted at the Temples at Burning Man. In death, the physical person becomes inaccessible, and this reality instigates a series of psychological states. After the initial shock or numbness has subsided, the psychic energies of the bereaved become engaged in what Bowlby described as ‘an urge to recover the lost object.’

 Bowlby further explained: ‘irremediable though he [the bereaved] may know the loss to be, his thought, feeling and behavior are none the less organized to achieve reunion.’
 The ‘self’ one knows in relation to the beloved is lost along with the deceased, and there is a strong impetus to recover it. Thus, though physically gone, the deceased become psychologically more present. Just as amputees continue to receive sensations from their phantom limbs, so the psyche of the bereaved looks to the deceased for reflection, validation, and connection. Bowlby further describes:  

As the sum of such disappointment mounts and hopes of reunion fade, behavior usually ceases to be focused on the lost object.      Instead despair sets in and behavior, lacking an object towards which to be organized, becomes disorganized. 
 
It is out of this sense of disorganization that the true pain of loss is experienced, and mourners often feel a complete sense of disability. Object relations theorists summarize the mourning process as a sequence in which one moves from organization to disorganization and finally, reorganization.
 Similarly, early psychoanalytic theorists see bereavement as a process of cathexis, followed by decathexis, and eventually, recathexis.
 Energy or libido is invested in a relationship and when the physical person is no longer present, the mourner must decathect, or withdraw energy, and then eventually re-cathect into new relationships or projects. In this paradigm, the self is seen as an integrity which is sustained beyond the relationship to the deceased.   
     Many depth psychologists agree that a key task in movement through the ‘disorganization’ or ‘decathecting’ process is to establish an introject.
 Marris  noticed that in certain New Guinea tribes, it was common for the mourners to eat a piece of the flesh of the corpse to incorporate the dead person’s personality into the living.
 This practice may have been a ritual enactment of introjection. That is, the mourner takes the lost object into his or her mind and creates an internal representation of the deceased in order to sustain the relationship. This creation requires the mourner to piece together the deceased’s identity and author his or her meaning through the collection and reconstruction of memories, pictures, interpretation, physical objects, and smells, among other things. The process of mythologizing, or making stories out of the splinters of remembered experience, is one of the ways in which a physical person is transformed into an imaginal integrity. According to Jung, these integrities cannot be reduced to memories or after-images. They are ‘a concept derived from poetic usage, namely a figure of fancy or fantasy-image, which is related only indirectly to the perception of an external object.’
 So the dead for Jung are images through which the life of the imagination continues despite the fact that the physical category into which its figures had been incarnated has been lost. Though the object loses its physical reality, it is thought to gain a psychological one, changed by death. And this psychic reality is as much a product of the bereaved’s unconscious as it is a representation of the deceased person, invested in both personal and collective power. Thus the integrity is created out of that which lies between the dead and living and it is those dynamics which supply the metaphors upon which symbols or memorials to the dead can be modeled.     

      Mourning is an active, creative process. Mogenson says:  
Like photographs in the family album, the images of the dead populate the soul. The mourning process is the laboratory in which the images life has imposed upon the film of death are developed. 

The Temple at Burning Man may be seen as a dark room for the manifestation of these introjected images of the deceased. Hundreds of bereaved people are offered time and space to honor the dead and display their creative memorials. Within the Temple walls, dozens of pairs of empty army boots are lined up in a spiral, each with a tag indicating the name of the American soldier who died in Afghanistan.    A little girl’s braided hair, with the ribbon still on it, hangs from a piece of wood that simply says “AMY” in purple crayon. A wedding dress hangs from a rafter, blowing in the wind and the note pinned to it says, ‘I’m sorry you didn’t make it to our wedding.’ One burner who lost her husband in a parasailing accident writes, ‘I hope that I can go on without you. I fear that I will.’
 
Van de Castle discusses symbols from a Jungian perspective: 
Symbols can serve to carry messages from the instinctive to the rational parts of the mind, and can also represent lines of development which are striving for future completion and wholeness. Symbols thus have both a retrospective and a prospective side: retrospective because of their instinctual origin, and prospective because they are process oriented and move in the direction of further development and growth.
 

The symbol, or memento, thus serves as a bridge between past remembrances and future development, allowing interaction in the present tense.   
     Symbols also can act as a liaison between the unconscious and the conscious mind. Johnson said: 
When we experience the images, we also experience inner parts of ourselves that are clothed in the images. When the bereaved makes a psychological or physical gesture towards the lost object and looks for a response, there is a reconstruction of relationship.
 
In this way, the potentially chaotic internal state of the bereaved may become manifest and move towards a new order. In the spiral of the boots walking, in the wave of the be-ribboned braid, the grief is given shape. Thus, symbol-making can be seen as assisting in greater organization or cathexis. Additionally, in the act of symbol-making, attention is shifted away from personal pain, and towards the lost loved one. It may allow an opportunity for the bereaved to love, once again.    
     History is replete with examples of lasting symbols created to recognize the dead. The earliest memorial tablets were recovered in Mesopotamia and are dated 1680 BCE. Other notable examples include the Taj Mahal, erected by Mughal emperor Shah Jahan in memory of his wife, the miles of memorial sculptures at the Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris, and the pyramids commemorating Egyptian kings. The construction of these memorials focuses on taking something from the imaginal back to the concrete. The Temples at Burning Man invite this same process through symbol-making, and then add to this sequence the dissolution of that symbol, reinforcing the concept of impermanence, relationship to the abstract, and community
. The team that constructed the Temple of Flux noted: 
To lead our design thinking we look to the idea of Counter-Monument. A phrase coined by James Young to define a new way of thinking about memorial/monument: The counter-monument’s aim is not to console but to provoke; not to embody permanence but change; not to be everlasting but to disappear; not to be ignored but to demand interaction; not to accept the burden of memory but to throw it back and demand response.    The counter-monument accomplishes what all monuments should; it reflects back to the people and thus codifies their own memorial projections and preoccupations.

In the burning, the image of the deceased may move from one that is concretized and bound by physical time and space to a more fluid image that exists in the imaginal space. There is presence, albeit psychic, where there used to be absence.    Merwin said, ‘Your absence has gone through me like thread through a needle, everything I do is stitched with its colors.’
 One view of writing on the Temple walls would be to see the bereaved as becoming an active participant in weaving the past into the present and forging a different type of relationship with the deceased.    
     It is significant that the dissolution of the memorial symbols which adorn the Temple is accomplished by fire. From an archetypal perspective, fire presents a mesmerizing, but disturbing ambiguity. Fire destroys, as well as fertilizes, as a forest blackened sets up the potential for re-growth. Pinkola-Estes relays, ‘There’s burning that goes with joy, and there’s burning that goes with annihilation. One is the fire of transformation, the other is the fire of decimation only.’
 Thus fire holds the opposites of creation and destruction and accurately mirrors the bereaved’s relationship to the deceased. There is the dissolution of a physical relationship juxtaposed with the construction of a psychic or imaginal relationship.    
     Fire has long been seen as a potent metaphor for a multiplicity of conflicting emotions, including passion, anger, and the life-force itself. The archive for research in archetypal symbolism points out that historically: 
The Greek Heraclitus imagined a kind of fiery ether as the primary constituent of the cosmos and the soul as composed of a similar fire – as the materials and structures of civilizations have been built and renovated by fire-craft, so is the stuff of the self worked by the libidinal fires of urges, instincts, affects, and desires. Their intensity brings things to the surface, releases and propagates golden seeds, calcinates, sublimates, refines and tortures, hardens and shapes what is overly pliable and melts or evaporates what is rigidly hard.
  
Thus, fire is a shape-shifter, and often associated with transformation. Its ancient relationship to the alchemist, the metallurgist, the shaman, the witch, the ceramist, and the cook among others, all suggest the possibility of metamorphoses. ‘It is through fire that Nature is changed,’ wrote Eliade, making it the ‘basis of the most ancient magic and in its symbolism carrying, even now, our terrors and hopes of transmutation.’
 
     At Burning Man, the process of creating and burning the memorials in the Temples is being witnessed and shared, allowing an unusual sense of intimacy and connection amongst its participants. Pike pointed out that:   

Through the physical inscription of memories on the Temple’s walls, and in turn through reading the inscriptions of others, participants were able to share, ritualize, and transform private grief into public expression in ways that are generally unavailable to many contemporary Americans.

In a culture where pain and suffering is often repressed and there is the notable absence of extended rituals to process bereavement, the Temple provides a safe space for the palpable expression of the complexity of emotions associated with loss. ‘Hundreds of strangers sit in mutual respect, often coming outside of their own anguish to assist another,’ remarked one burner, ‘you realize, perhaps for the first time, that you are not alone – everyone is missing something or someone.’
 The personal becomes universal and the recognition of this archetypal reality allows participants to become more empathic with one another, enjoying a deepened level of connectivity.    
     From a depth psychological paradigm, adaptive mourning culminates in a relinquishing of the object and eventual deference to the reality that the deceased will not be returning. This final phase has received numerous labels:   Acceptance,
 Reorganization,
 Recovery,
 and Healing and Renewal.
 The common theme is that the bereaved is somehow able to recathect his or her energy into new people, ideas, and projects. Pollock said, ‘My thesis is that the successful completion of the mourning process results in creative outcome
.’
 Perhaps burners are taking this idea to a new level, and facilitating a creative outcome that does not require that they ‘relinquish’ an attachment to the lost object. Instead, perhaps the bereaved are managing to continue a relationship with their loved ones in another order of reality, an imaginal or psychic one.    
     To summarize, the process of creating and destroying the memorials to the dead at the Temples at Burning Man gives reflection and validation to the mourner’s relationship to his or her lost loved one. In death, there is a movement from the concrete (loved one in the physical) to the abstract (loved one in the imaginal).    The mourner then moves the image of the deceased back to the concrete (creation of a symbol) and then again, witnesses its transition back to the abstract (dissolution by fire), which allows one to recognize, contain, release, and yet stay in relationship. The inscriptions on the temple walls and the symbolic objects reinforce the importance of imaginal relationships, and offer control over the movement from the concrete to the abstract. In this capacity, the rituals may have a cathartic effect for the bereaved. That is, they allow the introjected lost object expression in the physical realm and offer a chance for the bereaved to usher it into the imaginal space. In replaying this transition, perhaps the mourner can become more comfortable saying good-bye in the physical, while simultaneously creating the opportunity to say hello in the psychic or imaginal.
 Additionally, there is a shared experience of loss, and a collective uptake for the myriad of attendant emotions associated with bereavement. Gilmore summarized it well when he said that ‘the Temple serves as a decentralized, collective, and participatory nexus of creation and destruction, intimacy and spectacle, love and death.’
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Lovely examples – what we would need here is some kind of source? If this is something you saw yourself at the temple at Burning Man just add a note after the last quote :  … I will.’ Yet, if this is from a webpage or some blog please provide the source for me ok? If we do not have a source here it is not going to be the end of the world( I am anal though and I would like this e-book to be as professional as we can all make it, since so far the papers I have re-read are all really, really good! Including yours which for my purposes is the most gripping one!!!!
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