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1.0
Simulacra
of Self

aN
introduction

What makes a home? And what is it that contributes to our sense of belonging within that
home? Is it the structure of the house? Is it the elements that make up the interior? Or is
it a combination of spatial elements, objects and the ghosts of their associated memories
that inhabit a place?
Memories of past events, people and places are triggered by the slightest thing. A faint
smell, a familiar taste, or a snippet of a song can all mentally transport us to another time
and place entirely. For the purposes of this ontological study, I will focus on significant
objects, which I believe act as physical representations of life’s memories, solely in
relation to the senses of sight and touch, investigating the power we give them to remind
us of who we are and where we have come from.
To begin to form an understanding of the complex ideas of memory, attachment and
association, I will first give an overview of the importance of significant objects for a
person in the contexts of space, time and identity. I will then address them within the
context of Alzheimer’s disease in life’s third age, as it is becoming increasingly common
for people to be diagnosed with the disease, and to subsequently lose the ability to
recognise these three vital reference points of space, time and identity in life.

Simulacrum
simyəˈlākrəm
(noun)
‘an image or representation of someone or something’1

Through my research and exploration I wish to uncover how the findings may be applied
to a person who is not easily able to remember who they are or the life they have lived.
For someone suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, a form of dementia, this is a prospect
that is all too real. As a person’s cognitive faculties start to decline and as memories fade
away, all that remain are direct sensations as a result of sensory experiences; and as the
disease progresses, these become increasingly important2. I wish to apply my findings
to people who have been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, specifically those who
are to be relocated to live in a care-home facility. I will discuss the importance of the
identification of significant objects, and how their presence in an otherwise unfamiliar
environment can help to maintain a sense of familiarity, self-identity and homeliness, and
make for an easier transition into a care home.
In order to make real-life conclusions about how and why an object becomes significant,
towards the end of my study I will conduct interviews with people over the age of 60,
specifically married couples who have moved house a number of times. I am interested
in the life that is created by two people coming together, and the objects that each person
brings to the relationship to furnish and decorate that life. I endeavour to find out what
objects have followed each couple from house to house, the memories and emotions
associated with them, and how they transform each space into a place; each house into
a home. Most importantly, how they successfully contribute to each person’s sense of self
and belonging.
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Upon asking friends where they consider home, I received varying answers: “home is
where my husband is,” said one; “home is where my children are,” said another. None
answered with a definite and physical place, only with the names of loved ones. This
discovery led me to think more about my own perceptions of home, life and its different
stages. How does our understanding of home evolve as we grow older, and what within
that evolution remains the same? As Erik Erikson’s psychosocial development theory
suggests2, as children our parents are the centre of our universe. They feed us, clothe us,
and provide all that we need to survive. As we mature, our relational focus shifts to those
outside the family home, and the desire to create and express our own identity grows
strong enough for us to break away from our family of origin and establish ourselves as
an individual. Should we wish to, we then find a partner, have children, and begin a new
branch on the family tree; which becomes the new familial centre.

‘The word “home” recalls feelings of warmth and memories of
family and friendships. But home is not just a place; it’s a concept
of comfort and familiarity that nourishes body and soul and etches
indelible memories in the mind’ 1
- Elizabeth C. Brawley

We are always learning, questioning, adapting and progressing. I am not the same as I was
yesterday; you will be different tomorrow. The basic need we have for home, however,
remains the same3. According to Gaston Bachelard, ‘[The house] is an instrument with
which to confront the cosmos’4, and as Heylighen, et al. suggest, home constitutes a
special point of reference for the interrelated dimensions of space, time and identity, and
is an anchor point in our life world5. For me, and many others I have spoken with, home
is far more than the four walls within which we exist.
Where is my home? Is it the South Side of Glasgow, where I currently reside? Is it 66
Hadleigh Road, the house where I spent the first eight years of my life? Or is it Auckland,
New Zealand, where I lived for the past four years prior to moving to Glasgow? The
truth is I consider each of these places home, and many more besides. The montage of
memories and the broad range of emotions evoked when I think of one home is just as
visceral and real as the next; as is the influence each place has had in the construction of
my identity. Each place, each house, each object that lives within them has contributed
to the making of me.

‘My house is not ‘just a thing’, the house is not merely a possession
or a structure of unfeeling walls. It is an extension of my physical body
and my sense of self that reflects who I was, am, and want to be.’6
- Karen Lollar
Home cannot, and should not, be defined as plainly as the Oxford English Dictionary
defines it: ‘The place where one lives permanently, especially as a member of a family or
household.’7 My aim is to move beyond this and communicate the feelings that the word
“home” evokes within me. For me, home is a place where I feel safe, it is where I feel
protected. It is where I am accepted for who I am, where my identity is both cultivated
and honoured; where I feel I belong. Although this has been the case in different cities
and countries around the world, there is a place where this is especially true: my parents’
house. I have not inhabited that place for any considerable length of time, yet it is there
where each aspect of my definition is fulfilled. For me, home is where the heart is.

10

11

‘The significance of objects within the context of the home is that
it is the objects themselves that lend meaning to the dwelling.’ 8
- Edmund Sherman & Joan Dacher
Over the past twenty-eight years, the parental Eugster home has existed under four
different roofs, in four different parts of England; all varying in architectural style. After
considering what it is that has made each house a home, and upon realising that the shell
is somewhat redundant within my definition of the concept, the obvious link between
them all is the life that exists within; life that is created by people and represented by
objects. The same Sanderson-print sofa [Fig. 1] has followed my parents around the
country for the past thirty-six years, and is a permanent fixture in memories of spending
time with my family in the living rooms of my childhood. The ever-present sideboard [Fig.
2] has had its internal organs, the objects that keep it alive, carefully wrapped in paper,
packed away and relocated multiple times to a different corner of Britain. Upon arrival,
each precious thing is unpacked and re-installed to its rightful place. The ritual of packing
up from the old and unpacking into the new is what transforms each unfamiliar space
into a familiar place.

Figure 1 Sanderson-print sofa

Just as the body is home to our memories and related emotions, the house is home to
objects and their associated memories. As Pallasmaa states: ‘Remembering is not only
a mental event, it is also an act of embodiment and projection. Memories are not only
hidden in the secret electrochemical processes of the brain; they are also stored in our
skeletons, muscles and skin. All our organs think and remember.’9 I would like to suggest
that objects act just as the mind does: they retain memories, emotions and attachments.
They wait for us to notice them, to reach out and touch them. Only when we do do they
reach their full functional potential. Without a human attachment, do they truly have
meaning?

Figure 2 The Sideboard
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‘Suppose that time is not a quantity but a quality…
Time exists but it cannot be measured.’2
- Alan Lightman
How many times do we re-live the past? Remembering our individual and collective
histories of falling in love, recalling our final moments with a person before they pass
away; constructing an elusive retort to an offensive remark, days after receiving it. They
say time is a healer, that it flies when you’re having fun and, more worryingly, that time is
running out. Is there a way to feel time’s physicality in our hands? To observe and measure
its qualitative, as opposed to its quantitive properties?

‘Built structures serve as significant memory devices in three ways:
They materialise and preserve the course of time and make it visible
They concretise remembrance by containing and projecting memory
They stimulate and inspire us to reminisce and imagine’3
									
- Juhani Pallasmaa

‘The past is gone forever. We cannot return to it, nor can we reclaim it now as it was. But
that does not mean it is lost to us […] its traces still remain. From these traces, markers that
point towards the past presence, to something that has happened in this place,
a (re)construction, if not a simulacrum, of the event can be pieced together.’1
- Annette Kuhn

Pallasmaa’s statement about how built structures can serve us is a profound one; however,
I feel that it could be considered redundant in the instance of a person having lived in
multiple homes throughout their life, as is becoming more and more common4. Does
Pallasmaa mean that there can be no visible material record of that person’s memories,
other than the houses in which they have lived? It is my intention to develop his statement
further, and suggest that objects play just as valid a role, perhaps even more so in the
preservation of time and memory.
The relationship we forge with objects begins at a young age. As Christian Jarrett notes,
‘The idea that we can own something, possess it as if a part of ourselves, is one that
children grasp by the age of two.’ By the time we are adults, objects begin to embody
our sense of self-hood and become external receptacles for our memories, relationships
and travels5. Sherman and Dacher argue that there is a natural and symbiotic relationship
between cherished possessions and the home for an older adult6.
In 2000, a study was undertaken whereby 80 older adults were interviewed about what
they considered to be significant objects. A common theme within the group was the
way cherished items came to represent particular memories. “I can look at anything [in
this house] and remember special occasions […] It’s almost like a history of our life,”
commented one interviewee. By the time we enter old age, the variety of objects we own
and their meaning, highlights how key an object’s role is in later life7.
Baudrillard states that ‘the way in which antiques refer to the past gives them an exclusively
mythological character. The antique object no longer has any practical application, its
role being merely to signify.’8 Objects that have existed in our homes over a lifetime
become characters in our stories. Similar to human relationships, attachments to our
things deepen with the passage of time, and possessions can become a source of comfort
for older adults who have to leave their homes and enter full-time residential care; they
begin to provide a vital link to memories, relationships and former selves, helping to
foster a sense of continuity in the transition to a new living environment9.
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If attachment is defined as a ‘deep and enduring emotional bond that connects one
person to another across time and space’10, how is it that one can form an emotional
attachment to an object? It is common to form attachments to people and places, but
I wonder if the attachment we form with a thing is, in fact, an attachment to a specific
person, place, or life event, represented in the form of a physical object? Aristotle asserted
three laws of association: the law of similarity (if two things are similar, the thought of
one will tend to trigger the thought of the other), the law of frequency (the more often
two things or events are linked, the more powerful will be that association), and the law
of contiguity (things or events that occur close to each other in space or time tend to get
linked together in the mind)11, and I feel that these laws especially apply in the context
of objects within the home. Objects that are on display, viewed and handled on a daily
basis (demonstrating the laws of frequency and contiguity), are far more likely to prompt
memories than objects that are kept, for instance, in the attic.
After learning about attachment, associationism, and the role of objects as memory
devices, I conducted my own experiment and mapped out which memories I recall when
I think of one significant piece of furniture in my parents’ home [Fig. 3]. It is clear to
see that, although the memories are seemingly unrelated, they each bleed from one to
another, and to yet another. When I remember these life moments, I am able to:
- Identify the age at which I experienced them
		- Recollect the context and related events that led to that memory, and
		
the goings-on of that day
			- Bring about feelings of comfort and security that come when I
			
am at my parents’ home

Aristotle stated that we are each born with a ‘blank slate,’13 without knowledge of
concepts or ideas. I would like to take this notion and apply it to objects: I believe that
the things we possess are also created with a blank slate. When an object comes into a
person’s possession, it becomes a repository for their experiences and memories, in turn
becoming a marker of time and space. In later life, its role changes to become an ‘inducer
of reminiscence.’14
‘We do not live in an objective material world: we live in mental worlds
in which the experienced, remembered, and dreamed, as well as the
present, past, and future, constantly fuse into each other. Our mind’s
capacity to transcend the actuality of time creates the imagination.’15
- Juhani Pallasmaa

How beneficial is it to reminisce? The act of remembering past experiences and relationships
has been proven to help counteract loneliness, boredom and anxiety. Although nostalgia
can be a painful exercise — joyful memories can be mixed with a sense of loss — the
overall effect is that it can make life seem more meaningful and death less frightening.
When people speak wistfully of the past, they typically become more optimistic and
inspired about the future.16
Marcel Proust said, ‘We are able to find everything in our memory, which is like a dispensary
or chemical laboratory in which chance steers our hand, sometimes to a soothing drug and
sometimes to a dangerous poison.’17 This statement had a profound effect on my thinking
and led me to wonder if, in fact, we do not leave it up to chance, but instead control
which memories are evoked within the home environment by intentionally displaying
objects that we associate with positive life moments. For older adults, it is common for
photographs from their life to be displayed, ready and waiting to bring to mind happy
memories of days gone by. In the case of one 81-year-old woman, when looking at a
photograph of a small house in which she used to live, she provided the interviewer with
a narrative about the three decades she and her husband had spent living there: ‘My
husband and I spent the happiest years of our lives in that house. It meant a great deal
to us, and every time I look at this [photographs] I know I’ll never forget those times.’18
Objects are signifiers, markers and records of life’s experiences, and the way in which
we can choose to remember an event is often by representing it with a souvenir in the
home. Objects orientate our lives, they direct us from the past, show us where we have
come from, and may even be an indicator of where we are going. Without them, our
homes are empty shells. Without them, how else can memories be represented, evoked
and cherished?

Figure 3 Memory Map
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‘Self is a multifaceted, dynamic system of interpretive structures that mediates behaviour’2.
Rubinstein and de Madeiros, authors of the essay Home, Self and Identity, believe that this
definition is best suited to a discussion of identity within the home environment3, and I
agree. There are multiple aspects to our self-identity and innumerable ways in which they
can be conceived and cultivated. ‘A person becomes a person through other people.’4 To
different people, we present a different self. The self I am with my mother is different to
the one I am with my boyfriend. The aspects of myself that I show to my closest friends
differ greatly to those I show at job interviews.
Professor Steven Sabat outlines the three basic aspects of self that make up a person:5
Self 1
is where each of us experiences the world as ‘me’, and exists for as long as we are
conscious.
Self 2
is what makes up our physical attributes and mental attitudes. These help us to orientate
ourselves to a particular understanding of who we are in the world.

‘Cogito ergo sum
I think therefore I am’1

Self 3
is our social persona that depends on relationships with other people and is the aspect of
the self that allows us to take on different roles in life. As Sabat and Harré further state,
‘without the cooperation of others in the social sphere, [Self 3] cannot be constructed at
all.’6

- René Descartes
‘The self and the world mutually define each other
in a perpetual intertwining process.’7
- Juhani Pallasmaa

The interdependence of identity and context is strong, and psychologists speak of a
‘situational personality.’8 Self informs the home environment and the home environment,
in turn, informs one’s definition of self. Home provides the physical and social context
of life experiences, and manifests in the material reality of memories.9 As we grow older,
our things begin to embody our sense of identity and can become signals of a former life
role. In Western cultures, it is not uncommon for people to use objects as a way to express
the self.10 In the case of ageing adults, the merging of person and home, or person and
object, may become more significant and objects can begin to take on new meanings.11
In the book Every Thing We Touch, Paula Zuccotti sets out to document each and every
object a person comes into contact with over the course of one day. Zuccotti states that
people’s objects are seemingly ‘elevated to the status of storytellers in their own right,’12
and begin to tell the world about their owner’s job, interests, what inspires them, and
what they care about. The writer suggests that by revisiting the objects we touch in a day,
we might be able to rediscover more about ourselves.13
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‘To be through having been’14
- Erik Erikson
Zuccotti’s suggestion is one that may be of particular use to adults in life’s eighth
stage [Fig. 4]. Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory highlights the importance of
human relationships within the development of human identity, and the role that
others play in the making of self.15 As we move from stage to stage, the focus of our
attention differs to the last, ending at the eighth stage where we focus on our self
and ask the question: ‘Is it okay to have been me?’ As Sherman and Dacher state,
possessions, or “reminiscentia”, can be utilised in the late-life task of achieving
ego-integrity.16
‘Telling stories about the past, our past, is a key
moment in making ourselves’17
- Annette Kuhn
Not only are objects able to fulfil the function of inducing reminiscence, they can
also aid in recounting our story to others. Narrative plays a key role in constructing
the self, and comes in forms other than speech. As Rubinstein and de Medeiros
suggest, objects, the home, and behavioural routines communicate aspects of the
self and become increasingly important when speech abilities decrease in older
adults; objects can act as ‘complements, proxies, augmentations, reminders, and
representations of self.’18

Figure 4 Erik Erikson’s 8 Stages of Life
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Is it possible for an object that has no memory, sense of identity, or narrative properties
assigned to it to be elevated in status and come to signify more than its original and
intended function? In the case of work by artists such as Marcel Duchamp, whose
controversial The Fountain (a mass-produced urinal, on its side) is an infamous example
of his readymade work; the answer is a resounding “yes”. This piece has been the source
of numerous debates about whether or not it can be considered art, and it is not my
intention to argue a case for or against. The Fountain [Fig. 5] is, in my opinion, a fitting
example of how by simply choosing an object and repositioning it, naming and signing
it, the status of both object and artist can be elevated beyond recognition and become
known around the world. Just as such “found objects” find a home for themselves in
a gallery or museum, objects transform the home into a museum of the life that exists
within. Each object tells a story, evokes a memory, prompts questions from visitors of
“where did you find this?” or “who gave it to you?” Objects bring about conversation,
make our memories visible and tangible, and bring life to any context. They provide a
point of reference for our imagination and our sense of identity.

Figure 5 Marcel Duchamp’s The Fountain
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5.1

Understanding Alzheimer’s disease

‘You have to begin to lose your memory, if only in bits and pieces, to
realise that memory is what makes our lives. Life without memory
is no life at all. Our memory is our coherence, our reason, our
feeling, even our action. Without it we are nothing.’1
- Luis Buñnel

Alzheimer’s disease. Receiving a diagnosis containing those two words changes a person’s
life forever. This most common form of dementia affects over 40 million people in the
world today, and is expected to be diagnosed in 150 million people by 20502. Such
startling statistics make it clear to see why the disease is one of the biggest medical
and social challenges of our generation. When a person is diagnosed with early-stage
Alzheimer’s, it is distressing and upsetting. Visions of a future when they are no longer
able to work, communicate, or depend on themselves is an overwhelming prospect. What
terrifies a person most, however, is the inevitable likelihood of being unable to remember
or recognise their family, their surroundings, or even their self. What role can objects
play in the retention of memories and recognising self-identity? Can their presence go
beyond their initial function and be utilised to bring about a feeling of homeliness, in turn
manifesting a sense of belonging? In order to begin to answer these questions, the effect
of Alzheimer’s disease on a person’s memory and sense of self must first be established.
Our memories, thoughts and feelings depend on the electrical signal that is carried from
neurone to neurone, of which the brain contains 100 billion. The synapse, the gap between
neurones, is where the signal makes contact with another and triggers the release of tiny
bursts of chemicals called neurotransmitters, that travel across the synapse carrying the
signals to other cells in the brain.3 Alzheimer’s disease affects the synapses by depositing
abnormal levels of protein, which form amyloid plaques and tau tangles throughout the
brain. This means that once-healthy neurones stop functioning, lose connections with
other neurones, and die.4
The cognitive impairments that result from these amyloid plaques [Fig. 6] begin with
confusion and frustration, mood/personality changes and memory loss. During the
second stage, patients can start to have problems recognising close friends and family,
and become unable to find the right words; it is at this stage when the sufferer begins
to need full-time supervision. In the final stage, it is nearly impossible for a sufferer to
communicate with words, and they will be unable to recognise their self in the mirror.
In The Construction and De-Construction of Self in Alzheimer’s Disease, the authors
conduct case studies into whether or not Alzheimer’s sufferers experience a loss of
sense of self at any stage in the disease. Through their interviews and conversations with
Alzheimer’s patients, they learned that ‘Self 1*, a personal singularity […] remains intact
despite the debilitating effects of the disorder.’5 However, in the case of Self 3*, there
are aspects of a person’s selfhood that can be lost, but only indirectly as a result of the
disease. Sabat and Harré conclude the loss of Self 3 is ‘directly related to nothing more
that the ways in which others view and treat the Alzheimer’s disease sufferer.’6. In other
words, if a person with Alzheimer’s disease is ignored, talked down to, not engaged in
meaningful conversation, it can have a destructive effect on the sufferer’s confidence and
perception of their self.

*As defined on page 23
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“I want to go home” is a common thing to hear from a person suffering from Alzheimer’s
disease, even if they are in their family home of the past fifty years. The home they are
looking for may be, unfortunately, one that no longer exists, or is one that they recognise
in concept only and has never existed. Expert Joanne Koenig believes that what a person
is really saying is ‘I want you to hug me and make me feel at home, that I’m in a place
where I’m secure.’7 As this example shows, home is not necessarily a physical place but
instead a culmination of feelings and emotions that can be amplified by the way in which
they are engaged by others around them.
In her book Where Memories Go, Sally Magnusson asks the question: ‘What if our elderly
[…] could depend on other people to hold their identity for them and tell them who
they are?’8 Following the line of thinking that aspects of one’s self are constructed and
maintained through conversation and engagement with others, and tying it to the notion
that memories and identity are represented by personal possessions, what if an answer
to aid in the retention of Self 3* lies in the recording of significant objects and their
related autobiographical stories? These written and oral records could transpose internal
memories to external and accessible conversation points, not only friends and family, but
also for carers whom the sufferer has not encountered before.
In 2014, the British National Health Service (NHS) launched an initiative entitled What
Matters to Me, in a bid to deliver person-centred care9. Hospital staff now take the time
to find out who and what truly matters to a patient, as well as preferences regarding a
favourite drink and bed-time routine, etc. Knowing a care home resident’s likes, dislikes
and about their life events may engender respect for a person, and could help care staff to
see beyond the disease and view the person’s inherent worth as a human being. Similar
to this initiative, I believe that by making available a record of memories associated to
the objects that matter most to a resident, it would help staff discern which object and
associated memory to talk about as a way to comfort an Alzheimer’s sufferer in times of
confusion and/or distress.

*As defined on page 23

Figure 6 Stages of Alzheimer’s disease
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5.2

objects as therapeutic reminiscentia

‘We comfort ourselves by reliving memories of protection. Something closed must
retain our memories, while leaving them their original value as images. Memories
of the outside world will never have the same tonality as those of home and,
by recalling these memories, we add to our store of dreams; we are never real
historians, but always near poets, and our emotion is perhaps nothing but an
expression of a poetry that was lost.’19
- Gaston Bachelard
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Not only are objects able to narrate a care home resident’s story, they can also be utilised in
the care plan for the Alzheimer’s sufferer. Conversations with patients can be a frustrating
exercise for both the sufferer and their conversation partner20, and because memories
are lost in reverse order (i.e. memories formed recently are less likely to be retained, and
those made many years ago are more accessible), it is advised to steer clear of talking
about recent events, which rely heavily on the short-term memory. Memory Box Network
(MBN), a Scottish dementia charity, believes that, since people enjoy recalling childhood
events and positive times in their lives, the valuable act of reminiscing can allow sufferers
of Alzheimer’s to feel connected to people again.21
The American Psychological Association defines reminiscence as ‘the use of life histories
— written, oral, or both — to improve psychological well-being.’22 As such, MBN
encourages people to engage in conversation with sufferers, by talking with them about
their early lives with the use of photographs, pieces of music, or other items that are
familiar from their past.23 The benefits of reminiscing have already been stated in chapter
2.0, but the impact of the activity within the context of Alzheimer’s has been proven to
show improvement in cognition, mood, and functional ability; reduction in the symptoms
of depression; and a reduction in the strain experienced by carers and relatives.
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5.3

Alzheimer’s disease in the unfamiliar
Interior designer Elizabeth C. Brawley tells of the ways in which a home-like atmosphere
in a nursing home vastly improves daily experience and quality of life for its residents11.
Although the current thinking is that it is more beneficial for Alzheimer’s sufferers to
remain at home for as long as possible12, the time can come when the need for full-time
residential care is overwhelming — for both sufferer and carer. The research that has
taken place within the field of designing for dementia has resulted in the improvement
and integration of ‘homelike’ qualities into the prerequisite of care home design. Such
qualities include small, intimate living and dining spaces to encourage their use; warm
hues in social spaces to encourage conversation and interaction; small-scale kitchens
to provide meaningful therapeutic activities (e.g. sweeping, folding tea towels); and
duplicating a familiar furniture layout in the bedroom to help confused residents feel
comfortable in their new surroundings13.

‘These links to the familiar [fireplaces and comfortable chairs] — to home and
to the past — will help to provide a “soft transition” into a new setting. Familiar
surroundings and the ambience of home help residents feel more comfortable
and secure. If people feel uncomfortable or unsafe in their surroundings, it is
likely to be reflected as adverse or inappropriate behaviour.’10
- Elizabeth C. Brawley

No matter how innovative, home-like, and well designed a care home is, however, it is not
a prior-known and recognisable place. The prospect of moving into a new and unfamiliar
environment during life’s third age, let alone in a state of advancing Alzheimer’s, can be
an intimidating one. As little as twenty years ago there was limited research to support the
school of thought that significant objects could be instrumental in relocation adaptation
for older adults14, but it has since come to be considered best practice for older adults
to take with them a number of significant possessions and pieces of furniture, and it is
this act that helps to provide a person with a sense of continuity, comfort and security.15
Should they be forced to surrender important possessions, not only will the object be
missed, both as an item in itself and as a reminder of family events associated with them,
but its absence can also induce a feeling of grief over the loss of identity and a missing
sense of belonging.16
It is my concern that within the context of Alzheimer’s disease, owing to a deterioration
of understanding everyday situations, the objects and pieces of furniture accompanying a
sufferer into a care home might not be their choice, but a choice reflecting the taste and
attachments of family members. Sherman and Dacher discuss this issue and add further
thought: ‘Although preferences indicated before a diagnosis of dementia may not be
enduring, engaging in this dialogue increases the likelihood that meaningful choices will
be made.’17
Identifying cherished objects can be stressful at the time of relocating to a nursing home,18
so asking newly diagnosed, or even pre-diagnosed older adults to identify which objects
are the most evocative of life’s memories and representative of significant relationships
may be their best hope for ensuring that the most effective reminiscentia find their place
alongside their owner in the care home setting.
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6.0
a
Case study

Simulacra
of Self

6.1

Case-study introduction

I enlisted the help of six healthy individuals (three married couples) who fit the following
criteria:
Age 60+
Each couple is over 60 and in the eighth stage of life2, therefore they are in a position
where they are likely to look at their surroundings and reflect on their past.
After conducting my research and establishing the role of objects as reminiscentia and
aids in relocation adaptation for people in the third age, I wanted to investigate further
and learn first hand about the attachment older adults feel to significant items. I decided
to conduct a case-study through which I would learn of the memories associated with
an object and, within those memories, identify who (their self or other) a person is most
attached to.
The idea for this study came from the film Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind1, which
portrays Joel, the main protagonist of the story, undergoing medical treatment to wipe
his brain clean of any memories of his ex-girlfriend, Clementine. One part of the process
requires Joel to collect everything he owns that has an association with Clementine,
including items such as photographs, books, and journal entries. From there, each object
and its associated memory is mapped within his brain, and erased. Although this is a
piece of science fiction, I wondered if this premise, in reverse, could help in caring for a
person living with Alzheimer’s disease.

Marital status Married
Married couples were chosen because of a personal interest I have in the objects people
take into marriage with them. Does something that is of great sentimental value to one
person result in their spouse looking upon it with similar favour? How common is it for
both to consider the same object as significant?
Home status Live in a new-build house, have moved at least three times together
All couples are currently living in new-build houses less than five years old, and have
moved house during their lives at least three times; relocating the same, familiar objects
and furniture with them in to each new setting.
Health status No sign of Alzheimer’s disease
Although it may seem counter-intuitive to interview people without Alzheimer’s disease, I
believe that it may be important to record memories while they are still easily accessible
and at no risk of causing distress if a person is unable to fully remember.
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I spent two hours with each couple and began by getting to know their individual and
shared life stories. I felt it important to be introduced to each person through conversation,
and not solely through their objects. It was beneficial in instilling a posture of reminiscence
in each person, and transpired to be an effective way of establishing and developing a
sense of trust and familiarity between them and me.
To discover which objects are the most significant and of greatest sentimental value to
each owner, prior to meeting with them I asked each person to consider the items that
fulfilled the following criteria:
Which objects were brought with you when you moved into this house?
Which objects do you feel a strong emotional connection to?
Which objects trigger significant/special memories of people, places or events?
I requested that items be left in the place they usually occupy, as I wanted to gauge how
often they might look at and/or use the object, and to also understand the prominence
of each object in the home. When the time came for each person to show me their
chosen objects, we walked around the house from room to room, and when in place
I was informed of the name of the object, what its function is/was, the memory that is
associated with it, and what current or former life role it signifies.
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Given the personal nature of this subject area, I have chosen to discuss the objects and
their associated memories using a subjective and sensitive approach. My first step has
been to categorise each object according to the type of reminiscence it evokes3:
| 1 | Pleasure/image enhancement
memories that are pleasant and help to pass the day
//
to inform people of my successes and accomplishments in life
		
| 2 | Problem solving
to cope with loss in my family
//
to make plans for the future
| 3 | Life review
to arrive at a better understanding of my past life and myself
From there I have mapped the location of objects within each house and highlighted key
words from their associated memories that eluded to significant relationships and life
roles. As previously stated, biographical knowledge of a hospital patient or care home
resident is imperative to the quality of a person-centred care plan, and as such I have
written a short biographical account of each participant based on the narrative qualities
of their choices. After being presented with six collections of cherished possessions, I
have also performed statistical analyses to find out the commonalities between them all.
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6.2

COUPLE 1

Case-study Findings

James & Pauline
Mid-70s

James and Pauline have been a couple for 25 years, and it is a second marriage for both of
them. Prior to retirement, James was in the Navy before going on to work in the world of
business, and Pauline worked as a financial director for over twenty-five years. They have
moved house together a total of four times; their current house is a more manageable size
than their last, and as such they had to downsize their possessions to fit into a smaller
house.

Couple 1 Mapping objects in the home

42

43

Couple 1 | JAMES
1

2

3

4
5
DownSTAIRS
1 Ajax Crest
8

4 Clock

6

9
7

UpsTAIRS
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Ajax Crest
Photograph of Yacht
Painting
Clock
Collection of mugs
Marilyn Monroe
Toy Train
Blackwood & Blackpool Photographs
Photograph of Cousin’s Wedding
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7 Toy Train
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Couple 1 | JAMES

James is a proud ex-Navy man, and it shows. The items that he introduced me to were
mostly representative of his time in the Navy. James’ most special object, the painting,
is in pride of place in the living room, where James and Pauline spend most of their
time together. It is very much a part of their lives, and it is also a great talking point. The
moment I stepped inside the room, prior to recording our conversation, James talked
about it in great detail. Other Navy-related objects are positioned around the house and
the majority of them are in his study — James’ territory was clearly marked through the
displaying of his precious objects and memories.

3 Painting
“That’s number one for me: the original oil painting by James Brereton, an artist of the
Royal Society of Marine Artists, that’s what gives it its value. It’s special to me: being exNavy, I love the way he’s done the sea — wind against tide. The trade winds pushing
against the ship, the winds pushing the tops of the waves over and the sea’s running that
way…Very few artists get the sea right.”
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Couple 1 | Pauline
3

4

2
1

5
6

8 7

5 Figurine

1 Tantalus

DownSTAIRS
9

10

1 Tantalus
2 Rabbit Figurines
3 Painting
4 Painting
5 Figurine
6 Table
7 Figurines
8 Encyclopaedia
9 Clock
10 Family Photographs
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UpsTAIRS

4 Painting
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Couple 1 | Pauline

Family and tradition are important to Pauline, and these values are represented through
her grandparents’ table. It is located in the often-occupied living room and was the first
item she showed me. I have labelled it as an object that brings about a reminiscence that
helps to cope with the loss of family members (2), as it seems that the attachment Pauline
has to the table helps to remember her mother and grandparents. Minus the tantalus,
each object was given to her as a gift by family members, and she shared fond memories
of each relative. Her most precious ornaments — each with its own memory and special
meaning — are on display downstairs in the living room, and not only did they bring
physical representations of memories into the room, they also bring life and intrigue.

6 Table
“That little table there, it should be twice the size — there should be another piece on
top. I don’t know what they were called, it was something to do with butlers in the olden
times. It was my gran and granddad’s, and my granddad took the top off it and made it
in to two small tables, of which I had one. Well, my mum had it, then I’ve had it. I would
never get rid of that because I grew up with that in my gran’s house. We used to go to tea
every Sunday, and it always came out by the side of my gran with her teapots and things.”

50

51

COUPLE 2
Ann & John
Mid-70s

John and Ann have been together for fifty-five years, and they first met when they were
both university students in Glasgow. Before retirement, Ann was a cook and a home
services advisor, and John was a civil engineer and later became an Anglican vicar in
his 40s. Both have a talent for painting and have numerous pieces of their own work
displayed throughout their home. Over their lifetime together they have moved a total of
thirteen times, and their current house in Wooler, Northumberland, is where they plan to
stay for a while.

Couple 2 Mapping objects in the home
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Couple 2 | Ann

5

6

4
1

7
8
9

2 3

10

DownSTAIRS
4 Boston Baked Bean Pot

7 Silver Spoons

11
UpsTAIRS
1 Running Spikes
2 Family Photograph
3 21st Birthday Card
4 Boston Baked Bean Pot
5 Blue Dish
6 Vase
7 Silver Spoons
8 Fisher-Price Toy
9 Wedding China
10 Painting
11 Cross-Stitch
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5 Blue Dish
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Couple 2 | Ann

Ann’s objects show a life filled with a love for family and travelling to different countries.
Her most cherished possessions — the 21st birthday card and her engagement ring — are
so because they were both given to her by her husband, John. Something that became
clear through Ann’s memories was how resilient she is in the face of adversity: teaching
herself how to walk and run again after recovering from polio-related paralysis as a child,
and going on to represent Scotland as an athlete were represented by her running spikes.
Ann is very proud of her many achievements, and this shows through her choice of
objects, with the majority of her reminiscentia representing memories that are pleasant
and inform people of her successes in life.

3 21st Birthday Card
“My 21st birthday card is special to me because that’s when John and I got engaged. That
is the engagement ring I wear now, which is a zircon and two diamonds — my original
was a zircon. When we got engaged, we were going down Buchanan Street in Glasgow,
and we were passing by a jewellers, McGowan’s, I don’t know whether it’s still there.
We were looking in the window and John said to me, “which ring do you like?” And I
said, “that one.” “Right, let’s go in and get it.” And that’s how it happened! Mind you, he
was the same about getting married. We got married in ’65; he’d been down to Carlisle,
and I was in seeing Dmitri, our Greek friend in Devonshire Terrace. John walked in and
said, “Right, we’re getting married in April. We’ll have to because I’ve told everybody
in Carlisle that we are.” So April it was! But, back to the story of the ring, this is not my
original engagement ring. John was working over in America, I went with him and stayed
with friends who we’d met in Germany. On the flight back I took off my ring to put on
my tights, and whether I left it lying or what, I don’t know. It just disappeared. So this is
another one that John bought me to replace it. It’s still a zircon.”
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Couple 2 | John
1

2

3
8
7
4

6
5

DownSTAIRS

2 two cinders

5 Greek Bust

9
10
11

1 Shard of Glass & Plate
2 Two Cinders
3 Painting
4 Key
5 Greek Bust
6 Figurine
7 Photograph
8 Booklets
9 Photograph
10 Cross-Stitch
11 Painting

58

UpsTAIRS

1 Shard of Glass
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Couple 2 | John

John’s choice of objects spoke of a man whose roles in life have been wide and varied.
Memories of his parents, his childhood growing up without a father, and the family he has
with Ann are well-represented. The large key and painting of a church where he was vicar
show the pride he has in the work he did for the church. John’s most prized object, the
photograph from his surprise 70th birthday lunch, is one that has hundreds of memories
associated with it. Each person in that photograph is a person with whom John has a
relationship, and to whom John presents a different self.

9 Photograph

“This is a photo from my 70th birthday, it was a surprise — I didn’t know about it. I
thought I was just going out to the Black Bull in Lowick for lunch, and when I arrived
there were about 50 people there. Jenny was there — Jenny and I go back to when we
were about two years old. People I was at school with, family and a few friends. There’s
me, Ann, my son Duncan, my daughters and grandchildren, and friends going back to the
student days in 1960s Glasgow. It’s got lots of memories.”
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COUPLE 3
Bill & Eeva-Liisa
early-60s

[COUPLE - MAP OF HOME AND OBJECTS]

Bill and Eeva-Liisa met in 1977, and have been married for almost thirty-seven years.
Eeva-Liisa is from Finland and Bill has dual English and Swiss heritage. Eeva-Liisa married
Bill and moved to England in 1979, and since then they have lived in five houses. Not yet
retired, Bill works as a community pastor for the Baptist church, and Eeva-Liisa is a nurse
manager within the NHS.

Couple 3 Mapping objects in the home
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Couple 3 | Bill
3

4

5

2

6
7

1
8

9
DownSTAIRS
6 Biscuit Barrel

16

11 Tankard

10
11
15

12

14

13
UPSTAIRS
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Lamp
Clock
Painting
Photograph
Bread Board & Knife
Biscuit Barrel
Teapot
Watering Can

9 Barometer
10 Photograph
11 Tankard
12 Watch
13 Teddy Bears
14 Candelabra
15 Photographs
16 MExican Pots
3 Painting
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Couple 3 | Bill

Each of Bill’s objects are from or about his family. He values things that have been passed
down to him from his parents and grandparents, and ones that have been in his life
since childhood, as they help to bring about a feeling of security and comfort. His most
favoured, memory-evoking objects are family photographs, which are used as a way to
mentally go back in time. He mentioned that whenever he looks at them he re-lives the
moment each photograph was taken through his senses — he remembers what everything
looked, felt, smelt and sounded like. Bill’s Swiss nationality is also something that is very
important to him, and is encapsulated in his choice of a number of items relating to
Switzerland.

14 Photographs
“The family photographs are some of the happiest times in our lives. When Timothy was
five, Eleanor was about six months and we were living in Leigh-on-Sea. The kids were the
same age as many other kids in our church so we bonded very well with many church
families. Of course, Eeva-Liisa and I were young and beautiful then, so I look at those
photographs and I remember Leigh-on-Sea and a very happy family home.”
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Couple 3 | Eeva-Liisa
4

5

6

3
2
1
7

13
12
11

8

10
DownSTAIRS

9

14 Clock

8 Figurine

14
15

UPSTAIRS
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

9 Painting
10 Trinket Box
11 Ceramic Art
12 Painting
13 Lamp
14 Clock
15 Photographs

Painting
Serving Dishes
Swiss Jar
Glassware (Multiple)
Photograph
Cup & Saucer
Ceramic Art
Figurine
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2 Serving Dishes
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Couple 3 | Eeva-Liisa

Eeva-Liisa’s memories revolve around her love for her family and her native country. She
takes pride in her Finnish citizenship and displays it around the home with classic Finnish
design items. Eeva-Liisa’s relationship with her aunt is one that came up a number of
times, and after learning the significant role her aunt had played in her life, it is clear to
see why she values items from her above so many others. Her most cherished possessions
are family photos, as she believes that people are the most important part of life and the
photographs capture not only the moments they were taken, but evoke memories of the
context of life around that time.

5 Photograph
“The family photographs: one of all the family (along with Bertie the dog), and the photo
of my father-in-law, Paul, with my children, Timothy and Eleanor, in 2007. I would hope
that I’d always be able to remember who they are and the situation we were in. The fact
that Paul died a week after the photos were taken makes them even more precious as
memories. It was also a time just before Eleanor went to Finland for a gap year, so very
special time from that point of view, too. I have selected these two photographs because
looking at a picture reminds me of many memories at the same time, and I would be able
to look at the pictures and have different memories of the people in them on different
days.”
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6.3

Case-study Analysis & Observations
In total I encountered 78 artefacts and their associated
memories. I was introduced to a variety of objects that had
become possessions during childhood, as gifts when each
couple got married, tokens of love from their children, or when
close relatives had died. To make sense of this information, I
have broken down the statistics derived from the 78 accounts.

What type of object is it?
25

19
17
14
13

Who did the object come from?
6.2%
2.5%

8.3%

4.9%

Sibling

Father

Aunt /
Uncle

10

4

14%

Children

Grandparents

30.5%

13%
Spouse

6.2%
Mother

11.9%

Parents

2.5%
Parents-InLaw

0

1
Photographs

Artwork

Ornaments

Furniture

Clock

Miscellaneous

The types of objects each person presented were similar across the group.
Artwork, photographs, and ornaments were the most common and were
associated with memories centred around different relationships. Under
the category of ‘miscellaneous’, objects included a shard of glass, some
running shoes, and a teddy bear. Although they may seem strange choices
to an outsider, upon learning to story behind them, the reason for their
addition became clear.

Self

The majority of objects were passed down from parents and grandparents, however
there was a significant number of objects (photographs, artwork, ornaments) that
had been created or bought by the participant.
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Kitchenware /
Crockery
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Are objects predominently visual or tactile?

What type of reminiscence is most common?

Visual

59.8%

33.8%

Type 1

Tactile
Type 2

40.2%

66.2%

The majority of objects were tactile (anything that is easy to hold in the hand, or
which have has an interesting texture to touch e.g., ornaments, smaller framed
photographs, etc.) as opposed to visual (items that are too large or heavy to
handle e.g. furniture, paintings, etc.). Touching an object helps to assert a sense
of possession for the owner1, while additionally an increase in tactile data such
as weight, texture and muscle memory may help to commit associated memories
to long-term, as opposed to short-term2.

Which room does the object occupy?
20
19
18

14

The most common types of reminiscentia were ‘pleasure
enhancement’ and ‘problem solving’. Objects in the first
category were subjectively classed as such if they were
associated with a pleasant memory (Ann’s 21st birthday card
evoked happy memories of when she and John got engaged)
or a life achievement (Pauline’s tantalus was presented to
her from work as a way to celebrate 25 years working for
them). Category two objects were named as such if they
had come from deceased family members. For example, Bill
mentioned that the biscuit barrel “keeps me in touch with
mum and dad”.

11

7

6

3
0

Living
Room

Kitchen

Study

Dining
Room

Bedroom
(main)

Bedroom
(spare)

Other

Across the entire collection, the most common space for reminiscentia to be
located was in living and dining rooms. Interestingly, one couple had taken
to storing their most significant objects in a steel trunk in the garage, after
experiencing a fire in a previous home.
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Type 3
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Case-study Conclusion
Who have you come to associate with the object?

I conducted this case-study in order to discover whether or not significant objects can be
called ‘simulacra of self’, and I believe that I have shown that they can. According to my
findings, self was most frequently represented across all six collections of objects, while
other representations included a spouse and close relatives, all of whom contribute to
the making of significant aspects of self. The results show that the majority of objects are
displayed in the rooms participants and visitors regularly occupy, which, in my opinion,
suggests that people narrate their story to others by making significant items visible in
such a way as to encourage enquiry and conversation.

28.6%

13.9%
Self
Children

6.1%
5.5%

Parents

Aunt /
Uncle

1.7%

ParentsIn-Law

6.1%

Sibling

2.6%
1.7%

Mother

Grandchildren
7.8%

Father

11.3%

14.7%
Grandparents

It is my opinion that the information I have presented in this chapter could be adopted
when caring for an Alzheimer’s sufferer. Knowing which space an object has occupied in
the past could not only make for an easier transition into a care home, but by positioning
significant possessions in rooms and spaces with which they have come to be associated,
may result in a sense of familiarity within that space for a new resident; each object
becoming a known point of reference in the new, unknown home. In Ann’s case, the
Boston baked bean pot has sat on her kitchen window sill in different houses for many
years now. Special care could be taken to place it in the kitchen area of the care-home,
helping Ann to know that a) she is in the kitchen b) that she belongs there if/when she
recognises the pot.
The people I interviewed do not suffer from Alzheimer’s disease, however they all agreed
that it had been a worthwhile exercise that had helped them to plan for their future; one
couple had even informed their children of their choices afterwards. Each person found it
the task difficult given that they owned numerous objects that evoke significant memories
and emotions, which I believe supports my argument to undertake such an exercise prior
to any cognitive heath difficulties that could result in relocation to a residential care
home.

Spouse

The person who was most frequently represented through each collection of objects was the self, and the
most commonly recounted life roles were parenthood, employment, and spouse.
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7.0
a
Conclusion
&
Appendices

Appendix | one

Conclusion
Within this thesis I have presented the role of significant objects in the contexts of space,
time, identity, and Alzheimer’s disease. I have discussed how they contribute to our sense
of belonging within the home, how they aid by evoking memories, the ways in which
they act as visual representations of our identity, and their role as tools for relocation
adaptation for older adults. The case studies I have undertaken and analysed suggest
that objects are tied to one’s sense of self, that they do act as reminiscentia and come to
represent the most important relationships in life.
When an object becomes a representation of a person, event or place, it also becomes a
record of who the owner is and who they have been. It gains the ability of narrate their
story to others, and may help in answering Magnusson’s question (page 31), whereby
objects and memories, in this instance, can become tools for those caring for Alzheimer’s
sufferers. Should recorded information be made available, carers could become equipped
to provide visual, tactile and narrative references to the familiar past, and may help in the
retaining of a sense of self for the Alzheimer’s sufferer.
A research project of this nature is vital to the discipline of interior design. Designing
for Alzheimer’s disease becomes increasingly important as the number of diagnoses
continues to rise. The topics I have discussed may help designers to further understand the
significance of home, homeliness, and encouraging a sense of belonging for older adults
and people living with Alzheimer’s. Person-centred care (as outlined on page 31) has the
same aim as human-centred design: to understand people and to build empathy for them.
By getting to know the person behind a disease such as Alzheimer’s and learning of the
values they hold, may change the way in which they are viewed, treated, and designed
for.

To support my proposal, I have produced six books; each one a visual and written record
of the objects and associated memories presented by each of the case study subjects. The
books were created with the intention that, in theory, they could readily accompany any
one of the six into a care home, along with their objects of choice, resulting in the ability
for care staff and family members to gain access to the value and importance of each
cherished possession.

On a personal level, this study has helped me to understand the meaning of home - not
only for myself but also for others. I have come to see objects and spaces beyond their
aesthetic value, and have learned that, while this is important in the making of a homely
environment, it is the stories, associations and memories tied to each object and element
of a space that matter the most.
If I were to continue on with this research project, my next step would be to present my
findings, theories and proposal to care specialists in the field of Alzheimer’s disease, as
well as a group of newly-diagnosed people, to discover whether or not this is a feasible
care strategy. The study also has the potential to be taken further and pursued within the
realm of technology. This topic has not been discussed here as I feel that for the current
generation of older people living with Alzheimer’s disease, technology is not something
they are fully accustomed to and they may find it intimidating. In the year 2050, if – as
predicted – there are 150 million people diagnosed with the disease worldwide, it will be
a different story. Technology is an integral part of everyday life for younger generations,
and as such will be more than likely integrated in caring for future sufferers.
For now, the knowledge gained by simple conversations with older people, prior to any
cognitive health issues, can impact the way in which they are cared for, engaged and
interacted with in a future, unfamiliar environment of the care home.
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Appendix | Two_Follow-up Emails
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James & Pauline
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Bill & Eeva-Liisa

John & Ann
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