Mourning is Essential

a few rituals performed by bittin foster duggan


Mourning is essential for letting go of the memories of the old self so we can step into who we are now. And be present to ourselves today. It involves letting go and taking responsibility for our lives again, after being 100% dependent on others after the initial recovery period. 

Waking from a 5-day coma in 1989 left me in states of profound feelings of confusion and being overwhelmed by simple cognitive and emotional abilities. 

I processed the intense feelings of pain, loss and suffering through ritualistic creative outlets:

1. I preformed a burial for my friend who died in the accident. Some of his belongings were placed in my return bags to the United States. The accident occurred in Egypt. Once I finally believed that he was actually dead, and my family was not lying to me. I spent a few months in denial about Adel’s death. I thought that my family was lying to me to keep us apart from one another. There was attraction between us. I will never ‘know’, but I trust my instinctual feelings. I will never know. On a full moon I went to the one place I remember from my childhood where I went to ‘get away’. a crab apple tree up by the garden. I wrote a parting letter written to Adel. I dug his grave with shovel or stick, lit a candle and began our ceremony. I placed all of his belongings - a breath inhaler, he had asthma, a glass container of Vaseline lip gel - and that all I remember of his things. I also placed found objects from the Red Sea and stones and symbolic talismans that had meaning for my relationship with him. I placed these objects within, read the letter and spoke to him deeply and truthfully from the soul of my heart. After passing some time, under the full moon, I covered these objects in the grave and completed a first recognition of his passing body. (Winter ‘89)

2. I became inspired to create a visual artist expression of my relationship with my family members regarding the whole changes my brain injury catalyzed. In preparation I asked each family member to write a letter about their individual relationship with me in relation to ‘before’, ‘during’ and ‘after’ the trauma date. They all did it. I remember sitting in my small trailer reading their experience of our relationship. Wow!, I had forgotten so much - I’d like to read these letters again. This was powerful - it touched me deeply. Reading their truths allowed me to recreate memories that I had forgotten. They showed me who I was. Thanks family. (Fall ‘93)

3. I changed my name at the municipal court building in Boulder, Colorado as I acknowledged that the old Bittin was gone forever. This symbolic gesture allowed me to publicly release my old Self so I could begin to live into my new Self with full responsibility and ownership. (Winter ’93)

4. Performed a mock burial for old “self”: “Upon returning [home] I was inspired to have a symbolic burial of my old Self - to formalize and have a safe resting place for her… under the crab apple tree, near the garden. I began to ceremony…alone. I was very full and excited to begin my ritualistic burial. Near the full moon I took special objects from my past: … childhood … accomplishment and recognition, candles … ritualistically and ceremonially with honor and respect. … I dug my grave, under the grace of the moon, beneath the low branches....My heart was full with joy and freedom - finally to create a resting place for my old Self. I burned the candles to begin the process that would continue for three days. I gave appreciate … trusted what was meant to happen would happen. …The next day, upon thinking of and processing the ceremony I gathered more objects of my past. A pattern began to appear - I was burying the strengths of my past.  The grave transformed into a site of appreciation and thankfulness. I had achieved accomplishments in the past. These achievements are what gave me the strength to recover as full as I had up to that point. Wow!! This wasn’t sad or remorseful. I was deeply appreciative of my old Self. The grave became a resting place for my past strength. By placing these objects together, a greater power of realization was released and able to be acknowledged. Thank God/dess. The gravesite was visited by me the following two evenings. I continued to place objects of past appreciation - special things I have saved from childhood. Every night I burnt candles to represent the eternal flame that forever burns with in and united us all. On the last day… my family to join me in completing the ceremony. I am thankful for their willingness to participate in such a ritual that was unfamiliar to their realities. We gathered … I though I wanted them to say something to me, or to each other. But through my realization of the burials appreciative nature, I shared my process with them and I acknowledge them and thanked them for being there for me throughout all of the changing times I catalyzed for our family. I opened the floor for any one to share. Some did - I don’t exactly remember. I gave them each copies of their letters. …We all went to the gravesite, letters in hand. I also had photographs of the first days after waking from the coma. We gather around the grave and tree, shared, each person burned their writings into the grave. I burned the photos with my mom. She cried I think. She was thankful to burn these photos. My father wrote me pages of writings about trees. I kept a copy and we burned a copy. We covered the grave and that was that. They were all happy to be done. I appreciate their willingness to take time out of their day and support me to go through this burial ritual.

Still, to this day, when I feel inspired or moved, I return to the grave sites of Adel and Myself and acknowledge both of us for who we where. We each have come into beautifully rich and spirit places united with the greatest cosmic energy of this universe. I thank god/dess for this transformation and the resources and tools that I have been given so I may live my life as I am today. (Winter ’93)
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