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9	 Preface

hroughout my life, I have felt the 
remnants of a belief system. I was 
raised in Amsterdam, a city where 
a hundred years ago almost eve-
ryone considered themselves part 

of a religion, whereas now just over 20 
percent do. (1) One out of four churches 
in the Netherlands are now used only for 
their casing, these holy spaces transfor-
med into museums, libraries, and even 
indoor trampoline parks. (2, 3) The archi-
tecture remains, but entering such a 
space feels remarkably different. In a re-
purposed church space, I can still admire 
the building’s grandiosity, but I tread nor-
mally, I don’t feel the need to lower my 
voice or deepen my breath. The echoes 
have gone, the light has changed. When I 
enter a church-in-use my ears perk up, I 
become aware of my surroundings, and to 
some degree I feel something. But is that 
something, something sacred? 
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I could call myself a third-generation 
atheist, but that’s not entirely true. Both 
my grandmothers were born religious but 
within their lifetimes, distanced themsel-
ves from devotion. My paternal grandmo-
ther was raised Catholic. When I asked 
her if she would still identify as Catholic, 
she said, “I am born Catholic, so I will 
always be Catholic.” Yet she doesn’t pray 
and doesn’t go to church anymore. She 
once told me, “Catholicism is, for me, like 
a monument.” She married my non-reli-
gious grandfather in a Catholic church 
and baptized my father and his sister. 
They are both now the most atheist-y 
atheists I know, fully anti-religion. On my 
mother’s side, my grandmother was born 
into a Protestant family who never prac-
tised. She was a spiritual woman who be-
lieved in reincarnation and spirits but 
rejected organized religion. My mother, 
also non-religious, has always been open-
minded, not sure about what there is or 

isn’t, but not practising anything for di-
vine reasons.

We each carry our own sense of sacre-
dness and personal rituals, even if we 
consider them secular. I feel I live in a 
ruin of past beliefs. The remnants of the 
beliefs are there, its buildings still stand, 
its stories are still being told. In my sur-
roundings we wear rosaries around our 
necks and never count the beads. The 
religious structures haven’t fully decayed 
in my life; my family witnessed its cru-
mbling. The traces of what was once held 
sacred, still linger and somehow inspire a 
sense of wonder in me. It makes me won-
der what sacredness means to me, and 
what about this undefinable value still 
lingers in my mind, even though its au-
thorities are not present in my life.



he texts in these italics are little pieces of fiction.



he texts in these windows 
or what I think about

are kind of like a confession,  
the written text.



Explanations are written in footnotes, and sources are listed 
in the endnotes. 
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f I Were a Bishop I Would Never 
Reject a Consecration, Please Come to 
Me and I’ll Bless Your Banalities. 
Value, Gender and the Sacred
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ometimes I try to imagine how my life 
would be if something were to funda-
mentally be different. An urge to get 
out of your own body and into ano-
ther. You can only know the life you 
currently live, ometimes I try to ima-
gine how my life would be if something 
were to fundamentally be different. An 
urge to get out of your own body and 

into another. You can only know the life 
you currently live, so I like to imagine 
how a small change could alter it, what 
would change, and what would stay the 
same. However, I find it hard to imagine 
how my life would look now if religion 
played a more important role. I struggle 
to picture a society where everything is 
either sacred or not sacred, and “every-
thing is defined by its relation to the di-
vine.” (4) A society where there is no lon-
ger a distinction between secular life and 
religious life, and where religion breathes 
through everything. However, if instead 
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of divine I use a word like economy—
everything is defined by its relation to the 
economy—I might hear myself describing 
precisely the world I do experience. In 
my contemporary environment where, as 
I see it, almost everything seems to be 
defined in terms of its economic value. 
Everything is worth something, but that 
worth is only a certain kind of worth. I 
want to look beyond the current system 
and explore elements of this alternate 
existence. Since I cannot fully imagine a 
life completely different from my own, I 
focus on the echoes of a religious world-
view that might already run through my 
life. This search stems from an interest in 
getting to know a life lived based on reli-
gious values and how these belief systems 
influence behaviour. So, for me, this is 
not about God, or the existence of a god. 
My interest lies in examining a different 
system to see whether it will reveal alter-
nate ways of understanding value. 

I began with an interest in the sacred. 
I was not raised with religion, which 
meant I felt drawn to the unknown mys-
teries that term held. Somewhere I felt a 
connection to the idea of sacredness, this 
elusive term that to me had no definable 
boundaries. A label that floats around a 
value that is not monetary, and is inhe-
rently subjective. When something, or 
even, someone is labelled as sacred, it 
implies that it needs no further validation 
or justification, the label itself is enough.



n this text, I primarily use the 
occasionally use holy. The distinction  
 are related and in most of the texts I 

term sacred, though I may 
between them seems subtle, as both 
read they are used interchangeably.
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Why question how things are valued in 
the first place? As I’m writing this, I’m co-
ming near the end of my bachelor’s de-
gree. The end of a period of freedom in 
which I have been making art without 
having to put a price upon it. So the part 
I play within systems of value is changing. 
I have often felt that I should only make 
gifts, the monetary value then, is not in 
question. My work could then exist out-
side of the large-scale economics that art 
very clearly has a place in (think of auc-
tions, galleries, commercial collectors). 
Robin Wall Kimmerer showed me in her 
text The Serviceberry a different ap-
proach to look at economy. Wall Kimme-
rer gives an example of a different system 
of exchange as opposed to the market 
economy, one of collaboration and abun-
dance: the gift economy. When reading 
her proposal for the first time I felt hope-
ful, it broadened my imagination, the 
possibility of envisioning a change within 

the system I saw no way out of. She 
writes: “The real human needs that such 
arrangements address are exactly what 
we long for yet cannot ever purchase: 
being valued for your own unique gifts, 
earning the regard of your neighbors for 
the quality of your character, not the 
quantity of your possessions; what you 
give, not what you have.” (5) I think that 
her writing, combined with a curiosity 
into the unknown alternate reality of a 
life lived surrounded by the divine, led 
me to thinking about this different and 
ambiguous system value, one that is not 
measured by price. 

As a woman, everyday I am confronted 
with value, not only the aspects of value 
surrounding objects, but directed towards 
myself and my body. To quote Sandra 
Bartky: «[Women’s] life prospects may 
depend on how she is seen, a woman 
learns to appraise herself first. [...] so that 
I myself become at once seer and seen, 
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appraiser and the thing appraised.” (6) 
Both women and artists often find them-
selves playing this appraiser role in parti-
cular ways. I have been more than just a 
passive participant who accepts the value 
assigned to something. I play an active 
part in assessing and evaluating, not only 
what I make, but myself, my body, and its 
interactions. 

I believe we already decide what is 
sacred or not unconsciously, but what if 
we were to do so more deliberately? In a 
world where value is mostly defined by 
monetary worth, could a return to some 
idea of sacredness amount to a form of 
resistance? I’m interested in whether this 
might be a different way to look at value, 
to see it not within market economics 
(within systems of growth and scarcity). 
As the distance between religion and se-
cular life seems to be growing, the boun-
daries between what is sacred and what 
is profane 1 seem to be blurring. There is 

1	 Not concerned with religion or religious purposes; se-
cular. (7)

already something going on in my 
contemporary world. People are already 
looking for a hallowing, already turning to 
the sacred in one way or another. I feel 
there is a compulsion to devote ourselves, 
but to what? If we don’t trust the Catholic 
Church (or any other) to give us the saints 
we need, “Who or what will offer faith for 
the faithless and is to answer our quests, 
our sufferings, and our need to suffer?” (8) 2

The profane could be described as so-
mething ordinary, something that belongs 
to the everyday. I will make a case for the 
sacred to be understood as a mode of at-
tention and devotion to the ordinary as-
pects of life, something that emerges 
from caring for, tending to, and showing 
the everyday rather than something that 
belongs to another realm. I read Emanue-
le Coccia’s 3 words as affirmation of my 
feeling that in our modern world where I 
feel everything is calculable and predic-
table, we might be losing some of the 

2	 I couldn’t find the right place to refer to the film Happy 
As Lazzaro (2018). So hereby I recommend it to you all. (9)

3	 Emanuele Coccia says some interesting things in this 
interview, as well as some things I do not agree with.
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world’s mystery. However, our everyday 
and personal life, and the interaction we 
have within those, are impossible to 
disenchant. “The relationship each of us 
have with ourselves [and others] is a 
constant relationship of faith and divina-
tion.” (10)



an we dissolve this clear  
the profane without putting down what  
everything as Holy, then holiness cannot  

not exactly what is necessary to

distinction between the sacred and 
is considered profane? If we accept 
exist, or can it? Are these separations 
uphold one or the other?
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Within this text I follow the sacred 
through the everyday. The concepts I’m 
stitching together all share threads of sa-
credness. My pilgrimage moves past sites 
where the traditionally profane and sa-
cred overlap, making my way through 
roads of my own gendered experience 
and others’ writing on women. How can 
matters of gender and set-in-place sys-
tems be analysed through a sacred lens? 
By comparing, contrasting, critiquing, and 
examining my own confessions, I search 
for the points at which we manifest and 
project meaning onto our experiences. To 
what extent, and when, is that in and/or 
out of our control? Labels like sacred, 
holy or divine are elusive, they ask for 
protection, for respect, for elevation. 
How can the ordinary be approached so 
that it becomes sacred?
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wo Empty Vases, Two Lamps, 
One School Photo, and One 
Fake Orchid 

Cleaning, Guarding, Arranging



ould you like a tour? I am the Pimp 
a glimpse of someone else’s world. 

kinds of windows, telling us all

of Privacy. I’ll give you a show,  
On the way we come across all  
kinds of different things.
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hen you walk the streets of any 
place inside the Netherlands, you 
will come to notice a closed blind 
is rarer than an open one. Unlike 
in many other countries, the Dutch 

often leave their curtains open, even at 
night4 This provides a direct view for the 
passerby, into a person’s private life. A 
screenlike light projecting the inner 
works of a family. The view of the win-
dow fuses the background with the fore-
ground, presenting characters performing 
their everyday. If you’re lucky, you can 
look through and back, into the garden. 
Windows, when uncovered, act as trans-
parent borders between the public and 
the private, thresholds that can be 
controlled. In the Netherlands, it is com-
mon to decorate windows and windows-
ills turning them into (often subconscious) 
expressions of cultural identity.

4	 It is widely believed that part of this stems from The 
Netherlands’ roots in Calvinism. Calvinism, or Reformed 
Christianity, is a branch of Protestantism. Its principles, such 
as modesty, frugality, and a focus on individual accounta-
bility, are still very present in Dutch culture today. This re-
sulted in the virtue of having “nothing to hide” which, in part, 
influenced the window culture written about in this chapter. 
(11)



it is mirrored. Framed  
and by one on the right. An  
Maybe there is something flying  
symmetrical. On top of a mountain,  
the buildings there is more.  
the mountain collects offerings  
up up up and out. The messenger 
alone, she is the same on  
what I need to know.

plit down the middle,  
by a skyscraper on the left,   

uneven array, five or seven or nine.  
in the sky, still it must be  

surrounded by water. Between   
The water that surrounds  

that will flow against the streams,  
is placed in the centre,  

all her sides, she tells me 
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In her essay Dutch Windows: Female 
Virtue and Female Vice, Irene Cieraad 
examines the role of 18th-century women 
in Dutch window culture and the display 
of private life. Historically, the visual 
image of a Dutch family was shaped by 
the woman. Through the guarding, clea-
ning and decorating of windows, she cu-
rated how she wished the household 
would be perceived. This affirms, to Cie-
raad, “[the] general classification of social 
reality in a public male-oriented space 
and a private female-oriented space.” (12) 
Windows serve not only as something 
practical, but as a means through which 
women shaped how their family (and they 
themselves) were perceived.

For women who have traditionally 
been excluded from religious leadership, 
domestic rituals create room to express 
personal spiritual needs and desires as 
well as a space to communicate them. 
Erika Doss writes in Popular Culture  

Canonization: Elvis Presley as Saint and 
Savior: “By blending the domestic and 
the divine, home altars nurture female 
and family spirituality and transform the 
private sphere into a powerful locus of 
religiosity.” (13) The window reflects a dy-
namic also visible in home shrines; both 
identity and authority can be expressed 
through care, arrangement and display. 
The window becomes a stage for devo-
tion of virtuous existence. 

In 1992 for his graduation work from 
the Gerrit Rietveld Academie, Job Koe-
lewijn, invited his mother and his three 
aunts to clean the Pavilion 5. Dressed in 
traditional Spakenburg 6 clothing, these 
women: Cornelia, Jane, Greetje and 
Weimpje, also washed the windows. This 
gesture has been interpreted as symboli-
zing a “clean slate” for Koelewijn fol-
lowing his graduation. Within this perfor-
mance, I clearly see the Calvinist divine 
virtue of hard (domestic) work made vi-

5	 The Rietveld Pavilion is a student-run project space 
located on the premises of the Gerrit Rietveld Academy.

6	 Spakenburg is a village in the province of Utrecht, The 
Netherlands
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sible. Cleaning is not just the physical act 
of removing dirt but also a means to rid 
oneself of moral impurity. The Dutch 
word schoon which means both clean, 
and beauty and goodness. At the end of 
his publication on the performance Koe-
lewijn quotes Saint Theresa of Avila: “A 
woman who cleans does not lose her 
senses” (14) This highlights for me how 
linked cleaning and moral values were, 
and still are, in our everyday lives. 

s my neighbourhood changes and 
more blinds stay closed I see less faces 
through the glass, and in turn less people 
are looking at me, from the outside. My 
maternal grandmother’s house, next to 
mine, used to be an old bakery and had a 
fully glass facade. The ground floor had a 
mezzanine: her living room above, her 
atelier below. She had no curtains and 
was home most days. That meant that 
from the street you could see both floors 
at once, upstairs a cramped kitchen and 

my grandmother eating soup with her gir-
lfriends, downstairs a studio space full of 
mess and wax and plaster. My grandmo-
ther and her friends would always know 
what was going on outside, no spionnetje7 
necessary. They would not only talk 
about the neighbourhood, but they were 
in constant interaction with it, like they 
had authority over our street. Like rei-
gning women do, they watched with care, 
warning us about fast cars passing and 
other dangers. Very pope-like, they im-
posed rules, and decided what the ‘good’ 
ways to behave were, and the ways in 
which the new neighbour had their furni-
ture was definitely the ‘wrong’ way. They 
viewed our neighbourhood as sacred and 
felt the need to keep order. My grandmo-
ther was a wild woman. Who wouldn’t 
want a wild woman in charge of guarding 
our sacred spaces? 

7	 A spionnetje is a small mirror mounted next to a window 
on the exterior of a building’s facade in Amsterdam. It is used 
to see who rings the bell and to watch the street.
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“Look, we’ve got this wonderful art, we 
have some funky furniture.
We have some funky objects here in the 
house.
We are ourselves good to look at, we got 
some art.
Look, take a look, take a look, look, 
we’ve got this ornament.
We’ve got this, we’ve got that, we’ve got 
this nice plant in the back, we’ve got 
lovely stained glass.
Take a look, take a look at what we 
have, what we are, we are not ashamed 
of what we are.
We are doing nothing wrong. 

Or they are getting some new curtains, 
they just took their old curtains down, 
and they haven’t gotten their new cur-
tains yet.” (15)

I still walk past uncovered windows 
and read them. The role of women howe-
ver, has changed. The weight of commu-
nicating wealth, status, or happiness shif-
ted from the household and the local 
public, to perhaps, a post-public 8 space. 
Domestic terms still linger in our devices: 
the wallpaper, the homescreen and the 
(browser) window. What sometimes feels 
like an intimate space inside your pocket, 
can other times feel like being in a room 
where Big-Internet is always watching. I 
believe that sustained transparency (the 
open curtain and the home of the phone) 
while communal and intimate, also per-
petuates an expectation to perform a vir-
tuous life. So the window, whether phy-
sical or digital, operates as an altar: a form 
of display and devotion. The attention 
and care women give consecrate the or-
dinary. Recognizing this suggests that we 
all, not only women, hold the ability to 
declare what is sacred. We can decide 

8	 With the post-public, I mean spaces like the Internet 
and social media. The public would be your local community 
and perhaps a reputation, the post-public reaches beyond 
that. Into a more global setting, where a lot of pressure is felt 
in communicating to “the world”.
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what we display, which flowers to place 
on our windowsills and how valuable (or 
not) those things are. By consecrating 
parts of the everyday, we might think 
differently about what we give worth to 
and how we assign it.
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hat If the Time We Waste 
Was Holy? 

Everyday Rituals 
and Those of the People We Love
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hile a lot of things can be interpreted 
through a look inside, there is also a 

lot of direct communication that happens 
through windows in the Netherlands. For 
example, when a baby is born some pa-
rents announce the birth by sticking a 
faux stork (its backside) to the window, 
making it look like the bird flew through 
it. They could also place a sign with the 
baby’s name or mount pink or blue flags 
on the window. These customs make per-
sonal milestones visible to the public. 
Something similar applies to politics: just 
as North Americans place campaign signs 
in their front yards, the Dutch often dis-
play political party posters in their win-
dows. These are all communications that 
happen even with the blinds closed. They 
are a way of displaying a celebration, a 
celebration of rite.

Ritual is more than just an action or a 
doing; it is also the performance of that 
doing. Ritual has the power to transform 
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something ordinary into something sa-
cred. Sacredness relies on perception 
rather than its inherent properties. The 
ordinary–the gestures of the everyday–
can be sacred. One could argue that the 
label sacred is intrinsically carried, is felt 
and is something outside of human 
control. How, then, can things be sacra-
lised, or even desacralised? 

Ritual has been a tool, a practice, for 
transition. It celebrates rites, the changing 
of seasons and transitions in personhood 
or role. Ritual commemorates time. It 
links present, past and future. Transitions 
come with fear for the unknown and ri-
tuals ask for protection. So we clean out 
our closets when spring arrives and we 
hold funerals for our loved ones. Besides 
this we use ritual not only to notice these 
changes, but also to set them, to separate 
one thing from the other. When celebra-
ting my birthday I not only take note of 
the transition (by, for instance, eating a 

birthday cake topped with a whip-
ped-cream portrait of myself that I orde-
red from the Hema), I also create that 
separation between one age and the next. 
In that way, ritual can name and order 
time as well as consecrating it. 

At its core, ritual is an act that can 
change the status of something, turning 
the ordinary into the sacred or stripping 
sacredness away. A ritual can include a 
sacrifice of something. Sacrifice, literally 
meaning to make sacred, is usually de-
fined as an offering or the act of giving 
something up. In some respects it re-
sembles the economic market, an ex-
change of goods. The price you pay for 
something else, something more. So, you 
expect something in return: guidance, 
protection or some form of meaning that 
makes the exchange feel worthwhile. 
However, what if you didn’t expect so-
mething in return, like a gift perhaps?



itual can 
itual can 

itual can 

acknowledge a transformation.
mark the in-between, pre- and 
post-transformation.
transform something into 
something else.
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Rituals are enacted through people, 
through our bodies and our behaviours. I 
relate gender, and the performance of 
gender to an instituted ritual, where our 
bodies are the altar. As Judith Butler 
noted in Performative Acts and Gender 
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology 
and Feminist Theory “Gender is in no 
way a stable identity or locus of agency 
from which various acts proceed; rather, 
it is an identity tenuously constituted in 
time—an identity instituted through a 
stylised repetition of acts. [And] must be 
understood as the mundane way in which 
bodily gestures, movements, and enact-
ments of various kinds constitute the illu-
sion of an abiding gendered self” (16) 
Historically, these expressions of gender, 
especially through dressing, have not 
been equal. Women had to communicate 
everything, marital status, age, virtue. 
While men, by wearing a suit and tie, 
were only expected to communicate 

wealth, and with this unified simple look 
they also showed off that they didn’t need 
to communicate more values. (10) Virtue 
becomes women’s currency. 

My paternal grandmother always looks 
at me embarrassed whenever I run into 
her without her hair or makeup done. She 
would say something along the lines of, 
“Sorry I’m not looking presentable.” 
However, whenever I see her like this, I 
feel very close to her. It is an intimate 
glimpse into her unpresentable self, a 
view of her personal and private side. It 
saddens me though that she even feels 
self-conscious, when I, her granddaugh-
ter sees that part of her. Even though I 
wish I could see it more. 

I say this, but my skincare routine used 
to consist of about seven steps, which 
took me around 20 minutes. I was about 
nineteen when I started doing it repeate-
dly, every night. In part, I thought it was 
fun, but I also was told that it would be 
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smart to be “ahead” of ageing. A lot of ol-
der women around me were of undefi-
nable age, not because I couldn’t tell 
(even though I am bad at guessing 
people’s age) but because in some part, a 
woman’s age is her secret. We celebrate 
her birthday but her cake has no candles 
on it. If sacredness, even if ultimately 
unattainable, is the aim of virtue, and 
beauty moves us closest to that goal, then 
the careful tending or maintenance of 
beauty becomes a way of aligning oursel-
ves with the sacred. My nighttime routine 
did resemble some form of religious be-
haviour. Will we transcend into sacred-
ness by practising our beauty routines 
ritualistically?



s it even possible to 
s it possible to allocate 

 

have an unproductive ritual? 
time for devotion and still waste it?
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The beauty ritual has an expectancy of 
results. Within Christianity, a ritual does 
not have the power to produce a miracle. 
The ritual, a human gesture cannot result 
in a Godly miracle. A miracle is uncontai-
nable, it cannot be calculable. As Mary 
Douglas, writes, in her book Purity and 
Danger (17), “[The miracle] could not be 
laid under automatic control; the saying 
of the right words or sprinkling of holy 
water could not guarantee a cure. The 
power of miraculous intervention was 
believed to exist, but there was no certain 
way of harnessing it.” The ritual for the 
Christian does have the function of stren-
gthening their bond with God. But in a 
neoliberal context this ritual could then 
be seen as unproductive as it does not by 
definition create a product or a result, this 
inherently clashes with the market eco-
nomy. Ritual challenges the assumption 
that value always has to be tangible or 
measurable. 

“Religion provided the official 
framework of life and governed Time […] 
On Fridays no meat was eaten. Sunday 
mass remained the proper moment to put 
on clean underwear, inaugurate a new 
garment, dress up with a hat, handbag, or 
gloves, see and be seen, gaze at the altar 
boys.” (18)

Before this research, I knew that 
Christian holidays structure our time but 
never really felt it. My family and I have 
stopped placing much value on these ho-
lidays beyond the idea of coming to-
gether, which, admittedly, for us, is the 
most worthwhile. But that means I rarely 
decorate my house, certainly not for 
Christmas, and I usually don’t give gifts 
for these winter holidays. Still something 
in me misses the curation of passing time. 
Maybe I should schedule my own (devo-
tional) holidays and festivals. Because this 
birthday cake, and the washing of my 
body after a long (or admittedly too short) 
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night’s sleep, consecrate my experience. 
Religious holidays still shape our ca-

lendar, but our secular rituals also order 
our lives. These acts give body to time; 
instead of one long, undivided life, they 
break it into birthdays, weekly dinners, 
and evening beauty routines. Secular ri-
tuals still create boundaries, they establi-
sh the before and after, marking what is 
“normal” and what is “special”. Our was-
ted time is meaningful. 



71

orever Young, Forever Vital
Saints, Immortality and Aging
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According to the Catholic Church a per-
son can only become a saint after their 
death. Since 1983, after simplification  
by John Paul II, the process to make 
someone a saint has four main steps. (20)

1	 The first is a Servant of God (Ser-
vus Dei): the person’s life is formally in-
vestigated, usually at least five years after 
the person’s death.

2	 Second is the Venerable (Venerabi-
lis): the person has been recognised for 
heroic virtue and prayer for miracles be-
gins.

3	 Blessed (Beatus/Beata): Martyrs 
can be declared “Blessed” without a mi-
racle because they died for their faith, but 
non martyrs need a miracle that happe-
ned to confirm they are in Heaven.

4	 Saint (Sanctus/Sancta): at least two 
miracles must have taken place (for non 
martyrs).

In all these cases, the Pope can speed 
up the process by waiving certain rules.

“a holy rampage, a beatific binge” – John 
Paul II, the saint-machine 9

9	 During his 27 years as pope, John Paul II canonised 482 
saints and beatified 1,338 people, which was a significantly 
higher number than his predecessors. (19) (22)
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Oh, to have your life formally investi-
gated by the Roman Catholic Church; for 
its detectives to decide whether the life 
you led was virtuous enough. Before ca-
nonisation became something like a bu-
reaucratic process, sanctity was often 
decided by local reputation, or the col-
lective memory of the saint-to-be. Com-
munities, with their local bishop, used to 
decide which lives were deemed holy. A 
church had less control over who could 
and would become a saint. Evidence of 
heroic virtue, whether the prospect prac-
ticed the seven Christian virtues 10, matte-
red, but was only judged by smaller com-
munities. As June Macklin observes in 
Saints and Near-saints in Transition, the 
stories about the saints' lives “became 
more familiar to people than the 
Scriptures themselves, [thus] contributing 
to the shaping of the Catholic imagina-
tion of the Middle Ages.” (22) The Church 
eventually sought to limit the influence of 

10	 The seven Christian virtues are: Faith, Justice, Pru-
dence, Hope, Temperance, Fortitude & Charity (21)

the local, so when they later centralised 
the canonisation process and asserted 
control over who could be declared a 
saint, the individual’s practise of the se-
ven virtues was more strictly judged. The 
Church required proof of virtue and ho-
liness. Which in turn meant that “[...] the 
less the aspiring saint said or wrote, the 
more likely he or she was to leap the ne-
cessary hurdles into the ranks of sain-
thood.” So, the absence of records could 
work in a saint-to-be’s favour, as their 
ambiguity left less space for doubt or dis-
credit. 

One thing I didn’t think about before I 
began my research on saints is that in 
most traditions a person must be dead 
before official canonisation. My previous 
knowledge of religion came entirely from 
voluntary research, rather than upbrin-
ging, so many details that are second na-
ture to those raised in a religious context 
are new to me. I had imagined saints as 
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almost immortal figures, timeless and un-
touchable. In reality, it is precisely their 
death, and often the circumstances of 
said death, that mark the beginning of 
their sanctification. I associate saints with 
immortality because their image and pre-
sence can be sustained, and even revived, 
through acts of devotion. The memory of 
that person is not based on someone’s 
personal memory, but on a collective me-
mory, a legacy that is left behind after 
their passing. Death is in this case the 
turning point en route to not only heaven 
but also sainthood.

“There is a distance between human 
beings and God. That is why we are close 
to Elvis” (23) 

Death shapes the way people are re-
membered, both in religion and in secular 
culture, especially when that death is 
sudden, dramatic, or seen as a sacrifice. 
As Marc Augé wrote in After Diana: 
"[Death is] indulgent; brutal, senseless, 

cruel death does not always kill the image 
straight away but may transform it for a 
time into a holy picture, an effigy.” (24) 
Princess Diana’s 11 passing was sudden and 
dramatic, it cast her in a light of  near- 
saintliness. Before her death, Diana's pu-
blic image was complicated and contro-
versial, but after her death, “Lady Di” was 
transformed into a figure that symbolised 
care and humility. This patron-like trans-
formation was reinforced through collec-
tive acts of devotion, including public 
mourning and memorabilia. Her presence 
was sustained not by deeds alone but by 
the devotion and retelling done by the 
public, just like saints whose stories are 
repeated and commemorated.

Before the Roman Catholic Church 
instituted their systematised method for 
“making” saints, a part of the process 
could be an investigation of the saint-to-
be’s body. If a body remained uncorrup-
ted, it often increased devotion and their 

11	 “Lady Di”, or Lady Diana, was the former Princess of 
Wales, of the United Kingdom from 1981 to 1996.
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reputation, providing tangible proof of 
holiness. Incorruptibility refers to the 
phenomenon in which a deceased body 
doesn’t show the normal processes of de-
cay, appearing unusually preserved for 
long after death. Bodies, in the Christian 
imagination, serve as outward signs of 
inner faith. While the Church does not 
see incorruption itself as a true sign of 
sanctity anymore, an incorruptible body 
still provides a certain merit. 

he sweet odour  
of sanctity
The sweet stench 
 from a saintly corpse.12 

12	 The odour of sanctity refers to the smell that some 
people perceive to come from a saint’s posthumous body 
after their death. Which for them is another sign of holiness.
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An incorruptible body, an incorrupt 
soul. In this context, it signals a life sup-
posedly lived virtuously, though that vir-
tue is only confirmed after the person’s 
death. A life lived not just virtuous 13, but 
untouched, pure, moral and “whole”. I 
think of those traits, and, for me, it reso-
nates with the pressures placed on living 
bodies, queer bodies, disabled bodies, 
bodies that carry scars or move different-
ly. Leviticus XXI in the Old Testament 
rules stating that priests with certain phy-
sical blemishes could not approach the 
altar. These “blemishes” include: blind-
ness, too long limbs, injuries, itchiness 
and more. Mary Douglas (17), tells us 
about the role of “physical completeness” 
in the warriors’ camp. In order for the 
camp to stay safe during war, it had to 
emulate sacredness, and to do this the 
camp had to be free from corruption. 
Which in this case, could be an injured 
soldier. Physical completeness then be-

13	 The seven Christian sins are: greed, lust, pride, envy, 
gluttony, wrath, and sloth. (25)

comes a moral type of currency, and eve-
rything outside of it is considered dange-
rous. 

On Lady Diana, June Macklin wrote: 
“She will not age; she will continue to 
glow, ‘forever young, forever vital, in the 
hearts of those she touched’”, the latter 
part quoted from Newey  14. (22) This 
image of Diana after her death, evokes a 
beauty standard that remains deeply in-
grained in contemporary society, the way 
that youth seems to be a measure of wor-
th. As Susan Sontag wrote in her essay, 
The Double Standard of Ageing: “Being 
physically attractive counts much more in 
a woman’s life than in a man’s, but beauty, 
identified, as it is for women, with youth-
fulness, does not stand up well to age.” 
(28), adding later in the same text: “But 
the standard of beauty in a woman of any 
age is how far she retains, or how she ma-
nages to simulate, the appearance of 
youth.” How well she keeps her youthful 

14	 Who quoted a September 1st, 1997 news article from 
The Independent written by Suazanne Moore. (26, 27)
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looks, how far she retains, how well she 
conserves herself, I can’t help but see a 
reflection of this in the way I and many 
others apply our face creams and potions, 
how we embalm our faces. Whether 
consciously or not, we all realise that 
beauty matters, and with it we can defend 
ourselves. Defend ourselves against “[…] 
a profound level of disapproval, [...] a di-
sapproval that can take the form of aver-
sion”. In this sense, the standard of beauty 
demands a kind of paralysis, much like 
saintly immortality, freezing women in 
time. Today, achieving this is more acces-
sible than ever: for about a hundred eu-
ros, a little Botox can erase “disturbing 
lines or deep wrinkles on the forehead 
[that] give you a tired or stern appea-
rance” (29).



ust as incorruptibility preserves 
the self from desire, both forms  

Purity that needs to bemaintained.   
Incorruptibility and celibacy both turn 

the body from decay, celibacy maintains 
of restraint creating a kind of permanence. 
Virtue depends on remaining unaltered. 
the body into evidence.  
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bjects and products have long been 
associated with saints, for example, 
in the form of holy relics. Holy relics 
are sacred objects that either be-
longed to a saint or originated from 
their body. There are first-class re-
lics, such as bones, hair, or blood, 
second-class relics, objects personal-
ly used or owned and third-class 

relics, items touched by the second- or 
first-class relics. All of these objects are 
believed to work miracles because they 
are thought to carry some of the saint’s 
power. The closer an object is to a saint, 
the closer touching it brings you to that 
saint. A power that could be transferred 
through touch or possession. This is a 
phenomenon also visible within modern 
celebrity culture. “For example, simply by 
touching the grave of former First Lady 
Jacqueline Kennedy, “hundreds of sick 
and dying Americans [were cured] of eve-
rything from arthritis to terminal cancer”15. 

15	 Macklin (22), Quoting Jefferies (30)



n this case, it is not Kennedy’s 
 though there are examples of literal  

sold from celebrities. For example, 
Michael Jackson’s gloves 

literal body but a symbol,  
bodies, products, and objects being  
Marilyn Monroe’s perfume,  
and Justin Bieber’s hair. 
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We conserve and try to keep the body 
of a saint. The body can be dismembered, 
yes, but we keep its parts, pray to them, 
touch them, and in a way, consume them. 
Do we want to consume their essence, 
the relics of Godly power? Bodily relics 
are then, simultaneously preserved and 
consumed. I find it interesting, thinking in 
terms of possession: will its special power 
run out after we’ve gotten our miracle 
and will we continue to preserve it? Can 
you discard a body after you’ve consumed 
all its miraculous potential? I think about 
the eating of the body of Christ (sacra-
mental bread) or drinking his blood 
(wine), consuming a symbol and, in turn, 
becoming one with it.  

I see the desire for permanence within 
Christian religious structures: even as the 
body decays, the virtuous spirit continues 
to endure. We want, at once, to remain 
unaltered and to be affected. We want the 
body to not show the evidence of a life 

lived but we still want to hold the love 
we've shared and the things we've learned 
inside our bodies. How can we preserve 
something intangible otherwise? And if 
it's carried in our body, in our memories, 
did we preserve it or consume it? Holy 
relics and our bodies both show that va-
lue does not come from ownership or 
preservation alone. Through touch and 
attention we give it this value, what might 
otherwise be lost. 
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hat If My Wage Was Not Calculated by 
the Hour but Measured in Stitches?
Devotion, Labour and Practice 



95

wo systems of assigning value, a 
religious system and an econo-
mic one. By analysing how reli-

gious institutions might give worth and 
comparing that to how capitalism might 
determine it, I can think about alternative 
ways of “pricing” my work. These ideas of 
pricing are definitely not integrated in my 
art practice. I’ve recently gotten the ad-
vice to start thinking about the price of a 
work before you exhibit it. During the 
making of the work: Pocketshrine (2025) 
I felt very frustrated with this topic. 

Pocketshrine (2025) is a work I made 
that starts off from the base pattern of the 
Christian pocket shrine, but expanded, 
with added pockets, layers, panels ma-
king this pocketshrine look abundant in 
small holy crevices. A pocket shrine is a 
small (pocketsized) altar, its size ideal to 
take with you. Within Christianity it 
usually is a handcrafted item made out of 
fabric that has two to three panels that 
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fold inward, resembling a triptych. It can 
contain, sewn-on crucifixes, images, 
prayers, medals and other adornments or 
trinkets. The pocketshrine I made looks 
used, the muted textiles fraying and 
stained, its buttons rusted. The trinkets 
that would’ve been inside the altar are 
removed. Medals holding something have 
been emptied out and the only things that 
are left are loose threads and empty com-
partments. The work is displayed open, 
not folded up, spread and sewn onto a 
metal cross-like grid (not visible from the 
front), exposing its insides. It suggests that 
it could be folded up much smaller by the 
leather belt surrounding it. The way it has 
traces of how it was handled, makes it 
feel like a personal shrine, held close to 
the body, something that used to belong 
to someone. 

The center, where I began the making 
of the work, is machine-sewn, but as pa-
nels and pockets were added, more I 

sewed by hand. Most of the clothes I 
wear are machine made (factory made), 
and then altered at home, so I replicated 
that sequence. In the past year I’ve wel-
comed handsewing in my practice. My 
time in a fashion school taught me about 
the speed and productivity of the sewing 
machine, so I never really questioned the 
idea that it could do most of what the 
hand can– if not better. Needle work 
takes time, it expects devotion. Mon-
nikenwerk (31) is a Dutch term for a task 
that requires a lot of time and patience, a 
task that might feel endless. The term 
translates to: monkish work, stemming 
from the copying of books, something 
monks often could take years to finish. 
The act of stitching sets the focus to time 
passed. Because this work didn’t require 
me to stitch neatly I could just focus on 
the rhythmic repetition of the needle pu-
ncturing the fabric.



easurable! Calculatable!  
I track the movies I’ve watched  

and I’ve read on Goodreads. When  
quantified, which matters more:  

of measuring, recording or 
 to a sermon, it might be more 

 and less about the objects of  

Trackable!
on Letterboxd and the books 
every activity is tracked and 
the experience itself, or the act 
archiving it?  And when we go 
about coming together and singing, 
devotion we sing for. 



101100

Usually however, I do not feel I have 
the time for such devotion. In my 
contemporary world, time is so intrinsi-
cally linked to money (time = money). It 
feels frivolous to choose to spend time 
doing something that can have a quicker 
result if done by a machine. Only if the 
quality of the product exceeds the time 
spent doing the frivolous option, it is seen 
as “worth it”. The line for an artist 
between work and leisure has always 
been a vague one. I am an artist who lo-
ves to craft, so I confuse my time spent 
crafting with my time spent making art (if 
there is a difference). But now that we 
have platforms where even leisure activi-
ties can be quantified, the borders 
between work and not-work are blurring 
for everybody. Maybe when we go so 
overboard with measuring and archiving 
all that we’ve done, we start to calculate 
how much time we invest in said mea-
suring. And then you can log that in an 

app and add friends. I wonder then how 
the “time = money” logic will evolve. 
Already, some art pricing guides ask you 
for an hourly wage. But do my hours in-
clude the hours I took to learn a trade?



Just as religious frameworks distinguish 
between the sacred and the profane to 
organise meaning, economic systems 
categorise the world through monetary 
value. Both rely on boundaries that ap-
pear stable but shift over time. As objects 
lose monetary worth or as belief systems 
evolve, these categories prove to be 
constructed. The lines between them can 
move, and that movement can actively be 
redirected. The same way formal religion 
can determine what is sacred, we can de-
cide what kind of value something holds, 
individually or collectively. 

These systems depend on set catego-
ries to stabilise meaning, conserving it 
and keeping it under control. This is 
where our inherently human ambiguity 
becomes our strength. It gives us the abi-
lity to imagine the movement between 
these thresholds. By tending to, sharing 
with, and caring for we already make 
forms of meaning that move beyond mo-

103	 Afterword
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netary value. These ordinary, but enchan-
ting gestures fuel the sacred, they nourish 
these alternative modes of value. 

So I imagine how my life would be if it 
were fundamentally different. My dreams, 
anchored in a reality that exists alongside, 
but differs from my own. A life guided by 
religious frameworks that reflect aspects 
of my own life allowing me to see these 
constructs in a new way. Religious aspects 
that might not fit neatly within the calcu-
lable or measurable logic of contempora-
ry capitalism. Within these systems, the 
establishing of sacred value is decided 
from above (the people in power or a hi-
gher power), but left open for individuals 
and communities to interpret. When you 
share a belief, the subjective sacred be-
comes a collective sacred. If we, together, 
protect it, the sacred does not need to be 
preserved, possessed and controlled by a 
church, it can exist outside of the walls of 
religion. 

Women carry the gestures through 
which value is reimagined and reassigned. 
Through domestic life and public life wo-
men have always guarded, arranged and 
appraised themselves, these rituals have 
always given and constructed meaning. 
Since everyone is an active participant in 
systems of value, we also have the capa-
city to destabilise them. 

We dream of resistance, but it is pre-
cisely that dreaming that will pave the 
way for that resistance. If we start to see 
windowsills as altars, we might also see 
the glow around our bodies, and that wild 
women are our patron saints. 
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