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Design

New departures

Spotting a gap in the market, artists and designers are turning their m_ients to funerary urns, writes Hettie Fudah

eath tends to be a subject

treated flippantly by the desigm

world, with the imagery sure

rounding it co-opted to give

works a dark edge. You can buy
lamp stands in the shape of spinal columns
or a table formed like a coffin. At the recent
Design Miami/Basel fair, Atelier Van Lde-
shout presented a winged seat that closed to
create a skull-shaped sensory deprivation
chamber. The charnel house is routinely
raided for its syvmbolism. But evidence of
death as a simple human experience s
barely apparent in most contemporary
designers” portfolios.

When it comes to the paraphernalia sur-
rounding the end of life, we seem to have
reconciled ourselves to iboms that speak of
another age. We think of caskets in the

' Queen Anne style (itself a Victorian fantasy
of an earlier time), blue-and-white ums remi-
niscent of the Ming era and statuary with the
wistful contortions of baroeque church cary-
ings. There is probably something supersti-
thous in this: it keeps death distant and turns
it into something that doesn’t apply to us.

Might we instead die in the same style we
have lived? The artist Joe Scanlon suggested
as much last vear when he made a spoof
[kea-style DIY coffin and offered it for sale
at $27.50. Yet with burial becoming less com:
mon in Europe and Morth America - the
cremation rate in the UK i3 now 70 per cent,
closely followed by Switzerland, Denmark
and’ Sweden - lunerary urns, often kept in
the home, are perhaps the best place
for contemporary designers to make
their first forays into this market.

In the dim, somewhat confused hubbub of
the Saint-Etienne Design Blennale, it was
eazy to overlook just about anything that
didn't jump about and make a noise but
those who saw the mute glass figure in the
vitrine - part space-age deity, part tribal
fetizh - found themselves haunted by it The

work of French product

designer Plerre Char-
pin, the plece
looked explicitly
like what it
SWAaSD A COohn-
tainer for
human cirer-
ary remains,
rendered  in
white glass for

a child, black

for an adult.
“An urn
should not have
to look like any
other .container,”
says Charpin, who

“was inspired by the lack of established ritaal [ [

surrounding cremation in France. "It
shouldn't just be a pretty, elegant, well-
designed box. The form of this urn acts a
little like the ghost of the departed. It's a
presenoe in the house, an object that func-
tions at once physically and mentally.”

Charpin has worked with glass before - he
spent-a long period experimenting at Cirva
(Centre International de Recherche sur le
Verre et les Arts Plastiques), the interna-
thonal glass research centre in Marsellles -
and this strong anthropomorphic figure was
the result of a commission from A voung
glazs worker he'd met there.

Matteo Gonet spent three yvears as a glass
hlower and head of the “hot shop™ at Cirva
before setting up a studio in Basel, Switzer-
land. Two years ago he nesded an wrn for the
ashes of a family member but was shocked
by the disjunction between the designs on
offer amnd the way he wanted to remember
someane he loved. During a trip to Naples he
saw Roman funerary ums made in glass and
it ocecurred to him that he might be able to
create something for those seeking an alter-
native style of commemoration.

Gonet contacted artists and designers for
whom he had produced works and commis-
sioned cach to design a glass urn for him
to manufacture. As well as Charpin, the
list imcluded artists, craftspeople, glass:
workers and former teachers. While
Charpin's is the most immediately strik-
ing, the 10-piece collection is as diverse as
the personalities behind it.

An equally assertive - if more abstract -
design was presented by Jean-Baptiste Sibertin-
Blanc, creative director of glassware com-
pany Daum, Vividly colowred and clear glass
% set around a frame of Corian, which in
turn has windows eut into it, leaving the
ashes visible at the heart of the piece, “Cin-
ders are symbalic after the death,” savs Sib-
ertin-Blanc. "Bul maybe after three months 1
might want to scatter them in a natural
setting and Keep the object. 1 wanted to
imagine the memory of the person, with all
the colours of the glass reflecting on the
area instde when the Heht falls on it”

Aleyis Geargacopoulos's urn doubles as a
vase because “to give it another function
makes it more visible,” he explains. “The
deceased person has a role in the house,
Grandmother 15 there to keep the fowers."

Hubert Crevoisier's Funerary Urn for a
Couple is meanwhile a cocoon-shaped work
in transhicent glass in which two chambers
are joined. Five years age he gave up a
career nursing terminally il patients to con.
centrate on his art and this project was

linked to his ongoing exploration of

death and dying. “The complicated thing for
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contained in the USE key and the trans-
formative life created by the acorns.”

Her suggestion of new rituals for death
finds echoes in the work of young British
desigmer Nadine Jarvis, whose Post Mortem
Research project has resulted in three propo-
sitions. The first, Rest In Pieces, i a fragile
ceramic container ted to the branch of a
tree. The string frays over three years or 80,
eventually leaving it to smash on the
ground, scattering the ashes to the wind
The forces of nature are also co-opted in
Bird Feeder, in which ashes are progres-
gively relemsed as birds peck at the walls.
(The idea that the birds might ingest some
of the ashes carries intimations of reincarna-
tion.) The third work - Carbon Copy - uses
the azhes az “lead” for a box of pencils, each
stamped with the name of the deceased.

For Jarvis, the third work is the most
personal. “The pencils pay homage to my
granddad.” she explains. “"He was German
and | eouldn’t communicate with him, so I'd
write letiers, which he'd translate.”

She didn't set out to design for the funeral
industry. “This started as a quite abstract
look at cyclical processes and materials that
degrade,” she says, “But then [ realised that
there wasn't much on offer.”

Maureen Lomasney came to the same reali
sation in the late 1990s after reading a news-
paper article about rising cremation rates in

California. “T started thinking of what
people were making to put the ashes

- TR
— She investigated but discovered almost

Matteo was to blow two very similar pieces.™
Crevoisier says. “With a very focused eye,
you can see some differences and 1 like that.
It's at the junction of the two halves that the
plece becomes alive,”

After Saint-Etienne, Gonet's prototypes
were picked up for exhibitions in the Design.
huiz, Eindhoven, amd the Musée de Design et
d'Arts Appliqués Contemporains (Mudac) in
Laysanne, While fattered by the attention, his
focus is now on getting the pieces to a stage
where they can be commercially produced,

Marie Garnier was already exploring mod-
ern rites of passage when Gonet approached
her. Before the glass design that she pro-
duced for him - a pair of oval shapes, one for
the azshes, the other for a USBE key holding
personal information - she created a biodes-
gradable urn hollowed from a loal of bread,
Within the shell of the bread, the ashes are
placed on top of acoms and earth, then
sealed with red wax and ribbon. "The proc-
3% el In motion by the slow growth of the
oak becomes an analogy for mourning,” she
explains. “What links the two designs is the
desire to leave positive traces - the impulses

nothing on the market. So, in 2000, she solic-
ited entries from art 2chools and ateliers for
the first juried international exhibition of
urns, religuaries and funeral art. The
response - both from artists and from the
buying public - led her to create Funeria, a
funerary art business that now has a dedi-
cated gallery in Sonoma County and a bien:
nial in S8an Francisco,

“Our onders have been gquadrupling every
vear in the past three years, so I'd say
Wit Were on a very good path,” she says.
“Something about the west coast lberates
thinking about all stages of our lives and
people are looking for opportunities to
enrich those stages.”
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Details

Matteo Gonet, tel: +41 (0)78-831 7679,
wwwmatteogonet.com

Madine Jarvis, tel: +34 (0)7779-660 309,
wenw. NAdineanace. Com

Funeria, tel: +1 T07-829 1966,

www. funaria.com




