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SUr una mer pas si lointaine 
a'est pris un navire frele 
e.u coeur d'un ba.in de sable et d'lllgues 
Entre deux courants il a'agite 
il penche et craque et subit les affres des vents 
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se decompose dans le sel de ses larmes 
assiste a sa mort lente 
Son capitaine l'a quitte depuis maintes marees deja 
et il est seul ~ le silence de ses pants 
et tantot il che sa poupe vers le courant froid 
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B uiLDI G CEREMONIES IN 

I DIGE OUS ARCHITECTURE 

A farmer 10 Macedonia rolls a cake Jtn' n a hillside - if it land<. face up. 
he will build hi-.. ftmnhom.c there, face down and he will moYc on to 
another site. In the de:,crt~ ol northern Kenya. a bride ·teps over a bowl 
of goal's mill.. on the thre:-.hold of her ne\\ home. The.e and many other 
rituals have long been incorporated inlO the construction process by men 
and \\Omen m indigenous '>ocietle~. who felt them to be as real and nec­
e!>~ as the la~ ing of "tone" and r.ll'.mg of timbers. Wh) were they '>0 

1mportant. and what ignilicancc do they have for contemporary archi­
tectural practice? 

RITL'ALAXD ORDER 
1t 1 through riiUal that ''e \\C3\e our e\ef)da) scth1ties into the fabric of the 
co<m1os. In ritual. \\C recon,truct our co,molog} and reaffinn our place 10 the 
unherse. Ltke m)tholo~!). ntual 'er.c' a' a reminder of co~mological order 
brought to life in the C\et)day acti\ llie' of the people who share 11. The language 
ofrirual. ho\\e\er. is 'pol..cn through action. through the body. Ritual is symbolic 
action- that i~. the actions of a person engaged in a ritual have meaning be) ond 
-themselves." The fire in the new hou,e. for e\ample, is not lit with the embers 
from the hearth of the old hou'>e 'imply 10 keep the new house warm. but to 
C!-tablhh continuity bet\\een the old d\\ elling and the ne\\. Rirual can play many 

rol~ in societ~. defining and maintainrng 'ocial trucrure not the l~t among 
them. Howe,er. \\C \\111 be examining thal a'pect of ritual which repre,ents or­
ganized :md repeated acthit) \\1th ')mbolic reference to the spiritual. 

Ritual is the e\penence and e:>.pre"ion ol order- the order of things brought to 
life in the action' of our O\\ n bod1c". !lroughtto the life of the community in the 
'baring of a common acuon in u common 'pace. Judith MacDougall's 1980 film. 
171~ Hou.s~ Openin11. depicb ju t 'uch a communal expression. After the death of 
an Aborigine~ man. hi' f31ml) \3C"Jte' his hou-.e for one year while his spirit 
mo\es about the hou<;e re ties 1). preparing for it~ journey to the next world. At 
the end of thaJ. }Car, hi~ famil) gathen. for a \\eek-long ceremony thatmcludes 

dances. feast.J. and son!!'· The culmination of this week is the house-opening 
ceremony. The man·~ w1fc enters the hou'>C, which ha~ remained unoccup1ed 

~ince her hu~band's death. and goes from room to room carrying a bundle of 
burning eucalyptus br:mchcs. The spirit, Oecing the \mOke, leave~ the house and 
the family i' able to return without fear of disturbing, or being d1sturbed by, the 
re~lless sptriL 

1be wife says of the houo;e-opc:ning ceremony, "l feel it's Lime the children !..new 
\\here they \\ere. If we lose this. there', no hope."1 ln this comment lies the deep 
connection between ritual and order: without ritual, we cannot !..now "where we 
are" in life. and wtthoutthi kno\\lcdge we are lost. Why do we need the.,e cer· 
emonie~ to tdl u where \\e are" How doe our participation in ntual create wch 
a profound order in our hve 1 

Our need for ritual1s deep!) ron1ed 10 our need I or order Ritual provides u~ w1th 
a kind of time and ~pace in \\.hich we can, individually and collectively, focus 
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our attention on the underlying order that pervade' the day-to-d<ty. The ellpcn­
c:nce ot ritual tells us where we are - in time. in pace. m hie. and m the cosmos 
- both a\ mdiv1dual~ and a~ a community. !>haring 1n the llttended moment, 1n the 
attended place. The order ritual expre c;es i~ a cmmological order. not necessar­
Ily a '>OCial or geometric one. The Latin root, ()rd<i. refer to a row of threads m a 
loum, and 1t is pos,ible that the order of the umverse 1~ reflected m the fact that 
every pomt Within the whole of the cloth IS Interconnected wuh e\cry ut her 

There arc two rca\<!0\ why we need order - one co,molog1cal and the other 
p,ychological . The cc>,mological argument I'> that order i\ the fundamental qual­
ity b1ndmg the \tuft of the univer\e together Rudolf Arnhe1m .. ugge<,ts a deep 
bond between mmd and nature 10 h1s ob<,enation that. ··:~~~an\ tnv1ng for order. 
of which art" but one manife~t.ation. derive!> from a '>lmilar univer\al tendency 
throughout the organic world. "1 ft is therefore necc .. ..ary to grasp the order prcM:nt 
m the world around u~ if we are to under,tand the world. perhap., e\en to func­
tion in it. Thl\ lead-.to the o,econd argument in the ca..e for order. one grounded in 
our own p..ycholog1cal makeup. "Modem p,ycholog).'. wnte~ Rudolf Wiu~owcr. 

··~upport'> the contention that the que.,t for a ba. .. ic order and hannon) he deep m 
human nature: · • But ho" do \\e lno\\ where we are. or where \\e are headed. as 
we pa'>S from one "age of life to another'! In b1rth. commg-of-age. !!CUing mar­
ried. e\cn 10 d}mg. \\e are cros\mg a thre,hold 1nto a ne" world. A ntual i ~ an 
act of pas ..age: it i~ a lite tran .. iuon ghen form 

rhythms of life Th1~ <.tri' ing for order i\ present m all thmg,, and it~ presence 1~ 
mamfeMed m common pattern!. of birth. growth, and death . We see the pallcm of 
our O\\ n life C)cle rcfleo.;ted in the change of «ea.<;on;, lmport.antthrc~hold' \\ 1thm 
the~e cycles are often m~ed b) ceremomc~. Similar ce lebrauon' for the b1rth 
of a child. breakmg ground for a new house. and the commg of <.prin!!. 'ho\\ how 
these common thre,holds arc marked by similar rites. In this vein. A.K. Ramanujan 
wnte<, ho" 10 certa10 part!> of India, 'The ritual for building a temple begin'" ith 
digging in the earth and plonung a pot of seed. The temple h ,ajd tu me from the 
implanted seed. like a human." \\'hen I \\as born. m~ parent' planted a maple: 
tree in the front yard By the ume I wa.' t\\enty . that tree wa..' fort~ feet tall, and 
the connection bet\\ een m) 0\\ n growth and the g:ro\\ th of nature w a.' made dear 
to me c\el') time llooled out the "indo" 

deuiving the gods Looking alTO's culture ... ''e can ~ man~ .·onnecuon' be­
"·'een ritual' 10 the birth of a child and the birth of a hou...e. At one umc m Chml. 
for e\ample. a father ''ould hang a pair of hi" trou..cr<. O\Cr the hc:Wboard o f hi-. 
ne\\ born hab~ ·, crib m the hope that e' 11 'Pint' " ould be.: dra" n to the panb 
rather than Ill the bab). ~ In libetan '-Cttlement' 10 Lublh. carpenter' hang a large 
red wooden mock-up of a peni' from the cornice o f a ne\\ ly l"'mpletcd hou..e . 
the ne1ghbour<. then pm"e the phallu<. mstcad tl f th.: hou'e The Jl':Jlnu' gnth. 
who m1ght be angered b) the 'ani!~ of human achu~'ement 1f the hou..c n -.elf 
were pra1sed. Yenttheir '' rath on the <.tatue mstead ot on the ne" ht'U'e.• 

In Ky1rong. Nepal. Tibetan refugee' 'culpt .;mall tigunne, , l' alleJ w mra. and 
charge them" ith e\ Jlmtluence. then destro) them. The) pcr1om1th1' ceremnn) . 
not on I) .11 the inauguration of a building. but al'o at thl' b1rth lll .1 tam ll) mem­
ber. In each of the'e rite ... an C\pcndable ceremonial object 1' u'>l'd a' th..: target 
of e\ 11 mtluencc that \\llU)J othef\\ .... e be d1rected at the more prec10u, en tit) • 
the child 11r hou,c . In the C)C'> of man) md1genou' people. gmund-brealmg :~nJ 
hou,e·buildmg are 'een a' Ji,ruption' to the 'tate ol order that t>\ i't' on the 
Ull'fll'lled 'He Ritual•' llfll" mean' of a lie' i:um~ th1' d~<.rupuon and :I\ md•ng the 
'engeance ut .mgf\ 'Pinh 

carrying fir~ lmponant hte change'. " het her 111 tho.> hfe o l a pcNm.a hou-.e Of 

tho.> Cll\lllO\, u~ nllc:n marlc:d ll~ ntualm md•genlltl' culture:' 1~ 1tual e:~.pcn­

ence l're.1te' a bndge tmlllllld toO.:\\ . In nmun!!-{lf-age ccr~lll<'llle' ' lUll!! wom<'.fl 
and men lea\ e ··hildhrl\xl llch1nd and ent<'l the um:harteJ temh1n u t uduhh<>~xl 
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